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I would like to present to you the first issue of the “Warsaw East European 
Review” (WEEReview), which is planned to be issued annually, after each War-
saw East European Conference and to present the best registered or presented 
papers. We intend to present the WEEReview to all the most important insti-
tutes and institutions dealing with the post-communist region, and especially 
to the ones where our participants work or study. The entire work of prepara-
tion of each issue of WEEReview shall be done by and within the Centre for 
East European Studies. The International Board of the journal is composed of 
outstanding specialists from many countries – to whom I express my sincere 
gratitude for their accordance to participate in our project. We aim to organize 
an annual meetings of the Board – during each WEEC.   The first issue of the 
Warsaw East European Review is based on the best papers form the last seven 
conferences. They have been divided according to the geographical key in the 
following sections: East-Central Europe, Russia, South Caucasus, Turkey and 
Central Asia. The papers touch upon different topics connected with the re-
gions – modern history, recent political or economic developments, geopolitics 
or cultural and linguistic problems.  

Jan Malicki, Director of the Warsaw East European Conference 
Chairman of the Editorial Committee
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For the last eight years the Centre for East European Studies, University of 
Warsaw is organizing its annual, international “Warsaw East European Con-
ference”. Since the very first conference our main goal was to bring together 

experienced academicians as well as young researchers from all over the world. We 
wanted to create in Warsaw an academic forum of discussion regarding the changes 
that were witnessed by Central and Eastern Europe as well as Central Asia since the 
first signs of the Soviet Union collapsing up to the most recent developments in the 
region. I believe that our initial goal was achieved. Every year since 2004 a group 
of outstanding and dedicated people meet in Warsaw to present their research, 
exchange and confront approaches or views. I consider this to be a great success 
of the Warsaw East European Conference. The next step that we wanted to take, 
also in response to questions by WEEC participants, was a printed collection of 
some of the best papers presented during the previous conferences. Since the initial 
idea, it took us some time to gather all the ideas and concepts and to prepare for 
this project. In spite of this delay, I believe that it was worth to wait. Right now 
I would like to present to you the first issue of the “Warsaw East European Re-
view” („WEEReview”), which is planned to be issued annually, after each Warsaw 
East European Conference and to present the best registered or presented papers. 
We intend to present the „WEEReview” to all the most important institutes and 
institutions dealing with the post-communist region, and especially to the ones 
where our participants work or study. The entire work of preparation of each issue 
of WEEReview shall be done by and within the Centre. The International Board of 
the journal is composed of outstanding specialists from many countries – to whom 
I express my sincere gratitude for their accordance to participate in our project. We 
aim to organize an annual meetings of the Board – during each WEEC. The first 

Foreword
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Introduction

issue of the Warsaw East European Review is based on the best papers form the last 
seven conferences. They have been divided according to the geographical key in 
the following sections: East-Central Europe, Russia, South Caucasus, Turkey and 
Central Asia. The papers touch upon different topics connected with the regions – 
modern history, recent political or  economic  developments, geopolitics or cultural 
and linguistic problems. We present papers by experienced professors and experts, 
such as Mykola Riabchuk from Ukraine, Davit Hovhannisyan from Armenia or 
Kenneth Roberts from UK, as well as young researchers, among them – what is 
a particular source of pride for me – graduates of the Centre for East European 
Studies (from Poland and other countries).Texts included in this and in the future 
issues of „WEEReview” were proposed by Chairs of the particular panels from 
the Warsaw East European Conferences (for what I would like to sincerely thank 
them) and selected, finally by the Editorial Committee and Editors. They represent 
personal views and opinions of their authors, that don’t have to be consistent with 
the views and opinions of the Board or the Editorial Committee. The authors take 
full responsibility (apart from a basic editing) for the English language used in their 
texts. I hope that this issue will meet the expectation of all the previous and recent 
participants of the Warsaw East European Conferences and that the WEEReview 
will become the permanent part of the conference. A special element of the first 
issue of „WEEReview” is a text of an inaugural lecture – “From Common History 
to Common Future”, delivered, during the opening ceremony of this year’s Confer-
ence, by Mr. Valdas Adamkus, former president of Lithuania. 

Jan Malicki
Director of the Warsaw East European Conference
Chairman of the Editorial Committee 
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Valdas Adamkus

From Common History to Common Future

h.e. valdas adamkus 
former President of the Republic of Lithuania, 
address to the Warsaw East European Conference 2011
Warsaw, July 15, 2011

Excellencies,
Dear students,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

First of all, let me thank you for a very warm welcome. It is a great honor to attend 
the inaugural session of this year’s East European Conference. The region that you 
represent has its own magnetism, which has always attracted me personally and as 

President of Lithuania. Thus, I thank Director Jan Malicki for his kind invitation to be one 
of the speakers and to open the conference today. 

As you know, this is not the first time I have a great opportunity to be here at your 
university. Last time in 2003 I was extremely impressed by the intellectual community of 
your university – the exclusive audience – whom I had the honor to communicate with. 
Your students and professors themselves are actively involved in world politics; they have 
left a very good impression.

The walls of this university have seen many a page written into the chronicles of Polish 
history. Within these walls generations have been educated to struggle for “your and our 
freedom”, and have seen the development of the idea of a free and independent nation. 
Neither the Nazi, nor the Soviet occupation managed to undermine the spirit of this Uni-
versity. 

I have no doubts that even today as we speak, this University provides many a man to 
spread the fame of Poland throughout the newly unified Europe. 

Specifically, I was asked to deliver a lecture on Lithuania’s 20 years of Independence, on 
our transition to democracy. Generally speaking – on year 1991–2011 – 20 years of Inde-
pendence of Post-Soviet Countries. In particular, I would like to draw your attention to the 
fact that it is incorrect to say about us as the Post-Soviet Countries. By the way, Lithuania 
was the first – we’ve restored our Independence 21 years ago – in 1990.

Why cannot we be called the Post-Soviet? We have never been Soviet. We were occu-
pied. Therefore, I would like to remind you briefly of our way to the Independence.
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From Common History to Common Future

How you know, Lithuania was first mentioned 1002 years ago. And I want to emphasize 
that during this period, relations and cooperation with Poland in particular has played an 
important role. It could be a long time to name all historical facts uniting our two nations.

I agree with the idea of the well-known Polish politician, honored to Poland and Eu-
rope Władysław Bartoszewski – history can not be in the hands of irresponsible people 
and politicians –they could do a lot of bad things. Therefore, the Lithuanians and Poles 
together should look to our common historical and cultural heritage, which is unique in 
Europe and around the world. To my opinion, the most important is to find the positive 
and united elements in the history of our relationship which could explain the present.

What can we learn from our common history?
First of all, to be together in difficult moments – the solidarity. As I have said at your uni-

versity 11 years ago: “In the crucial historical moments Lithuania was able to rely on Poland, 
like Poland have often had support of Lithuania. First the Union of Krėva and later the Union 
of Lublin has helped us to preserve the autonomy of the geo-political tensions in the field”.

The most striking example of what solidarity can force – the Žalgiris (Grünwald) 
battle, when the joint Lithuanian and Polish forces in the presence of representatives of 
other nations, co-chaired by Jogaila (Jagiello) and Vytautas defeated the Teutonic Order 
of Knights. Today we are celebrating the 601th anniversary of one of the most prominent 
battles of that time in Europe.

The Union of Lublin in 1569 had no analogues in Europe. It was a voluntary, multi-
ethnic, multicultural union, one of the largest at the time in Europe – Republic of Two 
Nations. Pope John Paul II in 2003 in Rome said a very meaningful phrase: “From Lublin 
Union to European Union”, stressing the symbolic significance of the Lublin Union to the 
European integration, as well as to the future of our countries.

The Constitution of May 3rd in 1791 is the first written constitution in Europe, the sec-
ond largest (after U.S.) in the world – it is our joint contribution to the modern European 
political thought and to the evolution of constitutionalism. Together we can be proud of 
the overall contribution to the treasury of the law.

Today we Lithuanians can be proud of the fact that we gave to the neighboring Poland 
one of her the best King – Lithuanian Jogaila (Jagiełło).

Partition of the Lithuanian-Polish Commonwealth in the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury and the loss of freedom did not destroy the innate sense of justice and freedom of our 
peoples. Lithuanian and Polish uprisings of 1831 and 1863 were excellent examples of 
our joint struggle. The slogan was born in that fight: “For your and our freedom” which 
was revived in the late twentieth century to support each other in battles for the freedom, 
independence and democracy.

Uprisings of 1831 and 1863 were common action of our people for freedom, for which 
we still had to fight long enough.

Lithuanians and the Poles suffered serious challenges throughout the history. It should 
be remembered that the twentieth century due to the inter-war conflict of both countries, 
interrupting four centuries of peaceful coexistence of the neighbors, due to the successive 
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Nazi and Soviet occupations and due to the loss of sovereignty for a long time we lived in 
the shade of history, designed by nationalist and communist ideology.

We all know that during the inter-war period Vilnius was the main issue for the reasons 
of disagreement between Lithuania and Poland. We can only note how quickly the two na-
tions found themselves in the conflict. External forces have also had a significant impact.

As to the lesson of Vilnius, we can only learn it and refrain from repeating mistakes – 
the language of force and ultimatums.

It should be noted that today’s relations between our two nations are often influenced 
by the stereotypes of the twentieth century – a contradiction of Lithuanian Polish national-
ity and vice versa.

There is no doubt, there are lots of issues related to Lithuanians and Poles living in 
these regions, and they should be solved seriously and responsibly. But let’s try to make 
a little distance from the narrow stereotypes and we’ll find again the unity of our nations.

This year we remembered the 72nd anniversary of the beginning of the Second World 
War. As well as a month ago Lithuania commemorated 70 years since the beginning of the 
first deportation.

Let me remind you – in 1941 Lithuania experienced the Nazi occupation, and later in 
1944–1945 it was followed by the second – the Soviet occupation. In the years of Soviet 
occupation a lot of Lithuanians were deported, others were forced to emigrate. We lost 
a quarter of our people. Later these disasters were followed by the partisan war, which also 
claimed the lives of so many Lithuanians.

Subsequent events were again noted by commonality and solidarity in the fight for 
freedom: the longest partisan struggle in the region and the Lithuanian and Polish partisan 
cooperation and other critical historical moments.

The freedom spark cleft by Lech Wałęsa sparked easily a fire in Lithuania, as the scrap 
has been already loaded. “Solidarity” (Solidarność) movement was an example led to the 
movement of Sąjūdis in Lithuania.

At that time Poland was a small window into the liberal world for Lithuanians. An 
unforgettable and invaluable support of your Solidarność for the Sąjūdis in 1988 and 1989. 
Solidarność started much earlier but the Sąjūdis had arisen in the occupied country.

Polish support for the Independence of Lithuania and the Polish flags at the Lithuanian 
Parliament on dramatic 13th January, 1991 – another example of our mutual support for 
freedom.

I want to emphasize that, although Lithuania suffered a bloody attack of the empire in 
1991, the non-recognition policy has led to our Independence. The Baltic countries have 
never been Soviet. They were occupied.

A similar gesture from the Polish side we saw while Lithuania was on her way to 
join NATO, the Warsaw actively represented the interests of Vilnius. It is paradoxically, 
Lithuania has always been base of the strong Poland. Both countries held the principle of 
power-balance, when a nearby neighbor was a strong advantage. Otherwise there was a risk 
of facing the enormous forces.
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From Common History to Common Future

Ladies and Gentlemen,
The collapse of the Soviet empire opened new possibilities to make independent choic-

es concerning our own future. Our choices include accession to the European Union and 
NATO, various bilateral and regional formats, endeavours to create and develop closer 
cooperation with the most powerful nation in the world. 

For many, the progress achieved by the Baltic States during the past decade is incred-
ible. “It’s a miracle,” said President George W. Bush during his visit in Vilnius in November 
2002. Indeed, it must be a miracle that our countries not only have liberated themselves 
from oppression but also have emerged as the leading examples of post-communist trans-
formation.

What are the causes of such a rapid and successful transformation? Four reasons can 
be outlined. First, political stability in the domestic arena. In reality, our democracy 
is nothing worse than the other European democracies. Free elections and democratic 
competition are the only legitimate means to defend your ideas. I therefore believe that 
the establishment of a democratic parliamentary model is very important to a successful 
transition.

Secondly, a clear and realistic perspective must be established. On 6th July Lithuania 
celebrated the 758th anniversary of the coronation of King Mindaugas. This is an impor-
tant day in our history, which marks Lithuania’s successful integration with Europe almost 
800 years ago. Lithuania has been a European state since. Therefore, what our country 
should do was not a question for us after the liberation from the Soviet Union. We wanted 
back to the European family to exercise our common values, and we did this through our 
integration into the European Union and NATO.

Thirdly, a broad consensus on the strategic goals must be built in a society in 
transition. In Lithuania, we had a broad consensus on the membership in the European 
Union and NATO. The integration programs adopted by one government were continued 
by the successors, and the far-reaching reforms were implemented. And now, I’m proud to 
tell you, we are active members of both organizations.

Finally, a helping hand from friends and partners can smooth out the bumpy road 
to the established goal. We truly appreciated the assistance provided by the international 
and European funds, as well as by our partners like Poland. Today we are also determined 
to increase our support to the nations showing serious effort to continue democratic re-
forms. And we are doing it with our full heart.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
I’m sure membership in the Euro-Atlantic structures had opened up new opportuni-

ties not only for Lithuania but also for Poland and other countries. It allowed our nations 
to participate in the development of common values and their protection. We also believe 
that our membership in the European Union and NATO allowed these organizations to 
play a more important, maybe even crucial, role in global security and cooperation.
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Lithuania and Poland, Europe and America make up a community of values, which 
NATO embodies politically and institutionally. NATO was founded to avert the threat 
posed by the Soviet Union. Today, the Soviet Union is gone. 

On the contrary, I would predict that the transatlantic cooperation will only grow and 
develop. We already see how NATO is changing in the face of new threats. Some say it is 
becoming a political alliance, the others see it as a possible instrument of global action. 
I believe that NATO will remain a strong defense alliance able to contribute to the inter-
national security needs. 

I want to draw your attention, that the globalization has brought many changes to in-
terstate relations, one of which is an increasing mutual interdependence. State is no longer 
defined as a territory and its citizens controlled by a government, but rather as a territory 
and its citizens controlled by an effective government. “Effective” means ensuring proper 
conditions for the development of universal values. In fact, it is not so important whether 
this effectiveness is reached by national or multinational efforts. 

I’m confident that our countries – Lithuania and Poland are controlled by an effective 
government.

The European Union is the most vivid example of building an effective government 
through multinational efforts. In the process of integration, Member States have obtained 
a new political quality that goes beyond the traditional understanding of a federation. This 
is a union which gives and takes, rewards and sanctions, which limits some opportunities 
and maximizes the other. 

We should be glad that our countries are actively working for the second term in the 
European Parliament. Together we’ve adopted the Lisbon Treaty (so called European Con-
stitution). It became a closer Union, more integrated from within and more active outside 
its borders. 

Now I would like to outline our bilateral cooperation as well as our cooperation with 
Poland in transatlantic organizations. During two decades, Lithuania and Poland have 
solved many problems together. Although different by size, I believe, we have built an 
equal partnership, which has contributed to stability in the region. Today Lithuania and 
Poland have common institutions and, I believe, a shared foreign policy vision. Once we 
combine these achievements with the other regional accomplishments, such as the Baltic 
cooperation, the Visegrad Group, and the many other Central European and Baltic-Nordic 
initiatives, we will see how rich our contribution to the enlarging European Union is. 

It is important that the established institutional and political links lead us to concrete 
practical projects, which would give an internal strength to our cooperation. A series of 
concrete projects was presented in the follow-up conferences and seminars. In particular, 
I would highlight the infrastructure projects, such as Via Baltica, Rail Baltica, and the 
Baltic Energy Market Interconnection Plan (BEMIP), which should connect Northern, 
Central and Southern Europe. The other important fields are environment, education, and 
experience sharing. 
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From Common History to Common Future

Ladies and Gentlemen,
This year we celebrate the 20th anniversary of the reestablishment of our diplomatic rela-

tions. Evidently, these two decades witnessed important changes both in Poland and Lithua-
nia. Historical prejudices were replaced by common objectives which, as in the past, have 
paved the way for strategic partnership of our two countries. Cooperation aided us in uniting 
all that had been distorted for more than two centuries by force and secret arrangements. 
I consider our partnership to be a courageous and creative response to the challenges of the 
time and our contribution towards the future of the whole region and the whole of Europe. 

Speaking about our bilateral relations, I’m confident Lithuania and Poland should 
become the axis for cooperation in Central and Eastern Europe. Moreover, they should 
become the critical connecting-link for Central and East European cooperation and the 
main driving force behind it. Together with Poland Lithuania organized a summit on good 
neighbourly relations in 1997 in Vilnius. Eleven regional heads of state participated in the 
summit. All agreed that despite political differences on a number of issues and regardless 
of membership in various organizations, good neighbourly relations were and will be the 
most important values for our region. 

Thus, we can see how our experience and our cooperation principles are becoming part 
and parcel of EU and NATO policies.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Today, our countries are contributing proudly to the cause of security, democracy and 

freedom: our troops and civilian experts are stationed in Afghanistan; Lithuanian and 
Polish soldiers take part in peace missions led by the United Nations, NATO and OSCE; 
and our nations are actively engaged in promoting democracy and human rights. That’s 
what we needed 20 years ago.

Both our countries are members of the Community of Democracies (CoD). Poland 
was a founding member of this community. Lithuania was chairing the CoD for two last 
years. Today I’m proud saying you – and we have passed this exam excellent.

What our nations have achieved since the restoration of diplomatic relations on 5 Sep-
tember 1991, is remarkable. Today our relations are qualified as constructive. Our strategic 
partnership has been translated into practice by the development of a wide network of 
cross-border cooperation, active bilateral trade and investment, people-to-people contacts, 
including a joint youth fund, and not the last – growing tourist flows. 

Speaking about the bilateral relations between our countries, we can not forget the 
ethnic minorities. They are the connecting link between our countries, our countries’ his-
tory and culture. While both sides still have problems concerning the ethnic minorities, 
however, to reach a settlement we still need time as well as finances. I regret this subject 
was overly politicized. But I am sure that this politicization will come to an end. Ethnic 
minorities are our citizens. And their problems are issues of our states.

Most importantly, today as free and democratic like-minded nations we contribute to 
shaping the fortunes of modern Europe. We have a unique opportunity to be at the helm 
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of Europe together this year, when Poland assumes the presidency of the European Union, 
while Lithuania is chairing the OSCE. 

In order to prepare successfully for leading Europe, I’m confident we should work out 
a common agenda for our respective presidencies and to coordinate our priorities regarding 
the wider Europe.

By acting together we can make our concerns and aspirations the concerns and aspira-
tions of the whole European Union. Thus, for example, owing to the consistent efforts of 
both our countries, the states of Eastern Europe began to figure more prominently in EU’s 
discussions, leading to a more balanced policy of the EU’s neighbourhood. Thanks to our 
joint efforts, a common EU energy policy and solidarity in the energy field appeared in the 
Lisbon treaty, while energy security became part of EU and NATO agendas. 

I therefore invite both our countries to build on the tradition of solidarity as well as 
on the successes of our current cooperation and to set ambitious goals for the future. I see 
three areas where our efforts can be particularly productive and useful: shaping key EU 
policy areas; our Eastern neighbourhood; and maintaining a strong and vibrant transat-
lantic link.

For Europe‘s voice to be heard globally, we need to work together in building a strong 
and united Union speaking with one voice and acting as a truly global player in promot-
ing the interests of our citizens in the interdependent, flat and crowded world of the 21st 
century.

We must make sure that energy security, competitiveness, research and innovation, 
especially in our region, the implementation of the Baltic Sea Strategy and Eastern Partner-
ship are well reflected among the priorities for the future of European Union.

We should work together in order to complete Europe‘s integration by implementing 
the necessary infrastructure and energy projects and reducing our dependence on third 
country monopolies. 

Last but not least, Lithuania and Poland can also work together to make sure that the 
EU enlargement continues.

The power link project with Poland is of strategic importance to the energy security of 
the Baltic States. I won’t say anything new – the implementation of this project will facili-
tate the integration of the Baltic States into the common EU energy market.

Our nuclear partnership in building Lithuania’s new nuclear power plant comes as an 
integral part of our endeavours to ensure energy security in the region.

It is also essential to prepare a feasibility study on Lithuanian-Polish gas networks con-
nection.

Besides developing a common energy system, we are also faced with the urgency of 
integrating regional and trans-regional transport systems. Travel by rail from Vilnius to 
Warsaw should be a matter of two to three hours, and not twelve or sixteen hours as it 
is today. The creation of a modern North-South transport axis and an effective transport 
network across the eastern region of the Baltic Sea will benefit both, Lithuania and Poland- 
and the entire Baltic Sea region. 
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From Common History to Common Future

Ladies and Gentlemen,
We should not forget that cooperation of our countries is very important facing up to 

future challenges – some of which I would like to mention.
The role and the importance of the transatlantic dialogue. We all agree that an ac-

tive and successful transatlantic dialogue is critical to our security. This opinion is shared 
by both Lithuania and Poland and other countries. 

The Euroatlantic community must show wisdom and prudence in solving today’s chal-
lenges. We do hope that the EU and the US foreign policies will remain open and coordi-
nated in the face of consolidating and accelerating European integration. We do hope that 
these policies will further defend our common values and interests. This is the only way to 
guarantee the long term viability of transatlantic cooperation. 

The transatlantic links of Lithuania, Poland and other Central and Eastern European 
countries are particularly strong and effective.

The question of the limits of Europe. This solidarity and clear understanding of com-
mon goals and responsibility lay at the heart of our decision. Today, we must develop and 
strengthen this unique tradition of cooperation.

Our relations with the “new neighbours” of the European Union. The future rela-
tions between Russia and the EU are of utmost importance. Russia’s role in a present-day 
Europe cannot be limited only to institutional or infrastructural solutions. We believe that 
all parties involved will adopt a more pragmatic and a more comprehensive view on com-
mon issues. The more successful is the development of this region, the more successful will 
be the EU dialogue with its neighbours.

Close cooperation between NATO and EU encouraged hopes for peace and long-
term stability in Central and Eastern Europe. Through wise decisions and diplomatic skill 
Lithuania and Poland have established themselves as the driving force behind many chang-
es in the region. 

The strategic partnership of our countries is an integral part of this process of change. 
Today, we jointly participate in various international operations, and we closely coordinate 
our European and transatlantic agendas. I could hardly tell another country in the region 
with which Lithuania would have such an intensive and successful relationship. 

The infrastructure development has become one of the most popular subjects in the 
Lithuanian-Polish relations. Modern motorway and railroad systems must link the capitals 
of our countries and resolve the longstanding transportation problem.

I believe that in the European Union and NATO we shall continue to work hand in 
hand. We shall sustain and further consolidate our strategic partnership. Because once we 
are strong in the region, we are strong in the international arena.

To be strong in the region, we must encourage dialogue of our people, of our intel-
lectuals. We need them to assist policy makers to identify vision of cooperation and actions 
which could bridge our people.
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Ladies and Gentlemen,
I have earlier referred to our strategic partnership. We should not allow that strategic 

partnership to become institutionalized routine. The challenges we are facing today and 
may face in the future are many and increasingly unpredictable. We should therefore give 
the Lithuanian-Polish cooperation a new breath; we should recharge our relations with 
positive, result-oriented energies, enabling us to tackle successfully whatever challenges we 
may face.

Twenty years ago we opened the new page of our bilateral relations. This is done in very 
difficult circumstances to both Lithuania and Poland. But even then we realized that only 
trust and cooperation of our countries can build their own future, strengthen regional and 
pan-European security. The united Europe needs our ideas and our experience; it would 
benefit democracy and reform in developing countries engaged.

Most importantly, the accomplishments and the consensus on the principles of part-
nership, reached over the last two decades, when Lithuania and Poland feel themselves and 
are free and independent, should remain at the heart of our future cooperation. We need 
to cultivate and foster our human relations, as personal communication enriches us with 
new creative ideas and new experiences. 

This year two decades will be add to the four hundred years of our shared history. And 
it is a starting point. Before us – a new future, new opportunities for co-existence in an 
increasingly integrated Old Continent.

In 2009 in Warsaw, commemorating the 11th of March, former Marshal of the Sejm of 
the Republic of Poland and the current President Bronisław Komorowski said: “Lithuania 
and Poland were losing their freedom at the same time and at the same time they recov-
ered it”. So once again we should learn from history and do our best. I have no doubt that 
young future of our countries will not repeat mistakes of the history. I hope the new EU 
will follow the spirit of solidarity of the Republic of two Nations.

Lithuania and Poland are historical neighbours with a common past and a common 
future through the EU. At one time we had a common Constitution. That time came when 
the European Union adopted so called Constitution (Lisbon Treaty), marking a qualita-
tively new stage in Europe‘s integration.

We share history, we share the traumatic experiences of transition, and we also share, 
I’m sure, optimism about the future. This is an important asset which makes us stronger 
in a united Europe.

•
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Ukrainian Mass Media: 
From Blackmail Censorship to Pluralism by Default – and Back*

mykola rIaBChuk

Ukrainian Centre for Cultural Studies – Kyiv

Nobody probably would deny that Ukraine, in the first years of its independence, 
was a relatively open country that exhibited dynamic and competitive politics. 
It was proven, in particular, in a rather free and fair presidential election in 1991 

and in electoral turnover in 1994. However, this competitiveness, as an American scholar 
notes, was “rooted less in  robust civil society, strong democratic institutions or democratic 
leadership and much more in the inability of incumbents to maintain power or concentrate 
political control by preserving elite unity, controlling elections and media and/or using 
force against opponents.” It resulted primarily from the sudden collapse of the USSR, 
which deprived authoritarian rulers of the organization, skill, and finances necessary to 
maintain power and/or concentrate political control.1

In other words, the post-Soviet regime in Ukraine, like regimes elsewhere in former 
Soviet republics, emerged less as struggling democracy, where leaders strived to build more 
pluralistic institutions, than as the kind of failed authoritarianism Lucan Way aptly defined 
as “pluralism by default” – a form of political competition specific to weak states:

Pluralism by default describes countries in which institutionalized political competi-
tion survives not because leaders are especially democratic or because societal actors are 
particularly strong, but because the government is too fragmented and the state too weak 
to impose authoritarian rule in a democratic international context. In such cases, leaders 
lack the authority and coordination to prevent today’s allies from becoming tomorrow’s 
challengers, control the legislature, impose censorship, manipulate elections successfully, 
or use force against political opponents. Such countries are caught in paradox: The same 
state weakness and governmental fragmentation that promotes pluralism also undermines 
effective governance and may ultimately threaten long-term democratic consolidation.2

* I would like to thank the National Endowment for Democracy’s International Forum for Democratic Studies 
for supporting me with a Reagan-Fascell Fellowship, which allowed me to further my research and writing on 
this topic. Additional credit is due to Natalie Chang for her research assistance and editorial help.
1 Lucan Way, “Authoritarian State Building and the Sources of Regime Competitiveness in the Fourth Wave. 
The Cases of Belarus, Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine”, World Politics, vol. 57, no. 2 (2005), 232.
2 Lucan Way, “Pluralism by Default in Moldova”, Journal of Democracy, vol. 13, no. 4 (2002), 127.
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Over time, however, post-Soviet elites gained substantial wealth through shadowy priva-
tizations and other dubious deals; they learned how to manipulate elections, mass media, 
and political opponents; and they eventually transformed the state’s weaknesses into spe-
cific strengths that primarily amounted to methods of coercion.

To understand the last change as the real (and central) part of Ukraine’s virtual “tran-
sition,” one should remember that the weakness of the post-Soviet states resulted not as 
much from the institutional void that allegedly emerged after the Soviet Union collapsed 
but, rather, from the essential dysfunctionality of all Soviet institutions inherited by the 
post-Soviet republics. All those institutions played a subsidiary role vis-à-vis the real center 
of power, which animated the entire system, making it rather effective, albeit inefficient. 
It was the Communist Party that made all-important decisions, initiated all changes, and 
extorted loyalty and obedience from the subjects. As its power declined by the end of per-
estroika, the dysfunctionality of the Stalinist state became obvious. The failed communist 
coup and the ultimate removal of the Party from the political scene deprived the commu-
nist state of its driving force and made the collapse of the Soviet Union inevitable.

Local elites in post-Soviet republics who inherited the dysfunctional pieces of a dys-
functional empire had two options: either build new state institutions based on the rule of 
law, democratic procedures, and civic mobilization, or re-animate the dysfunctional quasi-
institutions of the Soviet state by some other informal methods or semi-legal bodies. Only 
the Baltic republics clearly opted for the first way. All the other post-Soviet states chose 
the second option. Thus, Presidential Administrations replaced the Central Committees 
of the Communist Party, while presidential representatives (‘governors’), within a similar 
apparatus, assumed the role of the local communist bosses. One more thing was missing, 
though, for this modified system to work.

The shadow power of the Communist Party was based on the communist ideology, 
which was compulsory for everybody who held any remotely important position and/or 
strove for any social advancement. It was an effective tool of state domination since loyalty 
could be extorted from any subject by a sort of “ideological blackmail.” In the post-Soviet 
non-ideological regimes, loyalty should have been achieved by other means: partly, as usu-
al, by bribery and cooptation, and partly by a new sort of economic blackmail facilitated 
by the advent of oligarchic  capitalism.

In brief, the new system, brilliantly deconstructed by Keith Darden, was based on three 
major pillars:

The first is a permissive attitude of state authorities towards corruption. In Ukraine, 
corruption and illegality among the elite are accepted, condoned, and even encouraged 
by the top leadership, resulting in a general condition of impunity. The second element 
is extensive state surveillance. Even as the violation of the law is encouraged, the state (or 
rather the surveillance organs controlled by the President) continues to monitor and collect 
information on such illegal activities. Thanks to the surveillance organs, the state amasses 
a stockpile of files and criminal cases documenting the wrongdoings of  office-holders as  
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well as private actors. When compliance with state directives is required, this information is 
used for blackmail, with payment exacted – not in cash, but in political obedience.3

In other words, a selective application of laws represents the third element of the system: 
“Opponents of the regime can expect to feel the full wrath of any new legislation; support-
ers can expect to be let off the hook.”4

Apparently, Ukrainian authorities could effectively introduce the new mechanism of 
state domination only after they had accomplished the large-scale privatization of state 
property (typically, in the most dubious and unfair ways) and after virtually all the major 
political-cum-economic players had become easy targets for potential blackmail. Through 
this mechanism, president Leonid Kuchma had eventually re-established a kind of or-
der throughout the country in the second half of the 1990s, subdued local barons, and, 
surprisingly, brought the threat of Crimean separatism to virtually nil. By and large, he 
eliminated the fecklessness of the early 90s, making the state institutions work (however 
poorly and corruptly). But the side effect of this relative “success” was a gradual elimination 
of pluralism – since it was, indeed, “pluralism by default” accompanied and supported by 
state fecklessness rather than democratic traditions and institutions. 

Mass Media in a Blackmail State

In a bright and courageous article, “Authoritarian Society and Its Enemies,” Ukrain-
ian analyst Serhiy Taran minutely described the practical implications of state blackmail 
for independent mass media. He rightly pointed out that post-Soviet authoritarianism, 
in contrast to its Soviet predecessor, is rather “shy” – it represses its opponents through 
methods and state bodies that do not clearly tint cases with political meaning. Tax police 
and fire inspection, prosecutor offices and numerous bodies established to license and su-
pervise the economic activity of both companies and individuals are widely used for political 
repressions.

Misrepresenting political reprisals as mere “economic troubles” not only spares post-
Soviet regimes the international criticism and sanctions they definitely deserve, but also 
effectively undermines the problem of political freedoms within these countries, in public 
eyes, by subsuming it to more general and tangible for most people problem of economic 
decline. An extremely corrupted economy and highly intricate legal system provide the 
post-Soviet regimes with a perfect minefield where any prospective opponent can be easily 
trapped and destroyed.

3 Keith Darden, “Blackmail as a Tool of State Domination: Ukraine Under Kuchma”, East European Constitu-
tional Review, vol. 10, nos. 2–3 (2001).
4 “The End of an Era?”, Kyiv Post, 25 October 2001, 6.
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It is no secret [Serhiy Taran commented] that the Ukrainian law, in fact, does not 
allow to work legally. All the businesses would have bankrupted as soon as follow all 
the rules [...]. Everybody knows that the economic regulations are highly imperfect, and 
 authorities tend to look through their fingers at various transgressions. Their benevolence, 
yet, is over as soon as the subject falls under suspicion in his political disloyalty [...]. The 
major advantage of such a method of economic influence [i.e., blackmail. – M.R.] is its 
vast applicability: it can be applied not only to the oppositional media but also to any of 
its business-partners [...]. For instance, it would suffice to “recommend” major companies 
not to sell their advertisements to some channels. Or, in a similar way, to “suggest” typog-
raphers not to print “unloyal” newspaper. And rather often than not they would abide to 
avoid any troubles.5

The last observation suggests clearly that even those media that strictly followed all the 
Ukrainian laws and regulations – with the help of the most qualified lawyers and book-
keepers – had little chance of survival simply because all their business partners could be 
intimidated and their entire business structure destroyed. The independent mass media 
faced insurmountable problems acquiring advertising, renting space, printing and licens-
ing, managing subscriptions and distribution, getting access to news-stands, getting ac-
creditation for their journalists, defending themselves from libel suits and fantastic charges, 
and so on, and so forth.

It is hardly surprising then that virtually all independent mass media in Ukraine existed 
either largely because of international grants and moral support or because they played 
some minor or marginal role in a formally legalized form of ‘samizdat.’ Even such power-
ful companies as the BBC and Radio Liberty had an opportunity in 2001 to assess the 
inventiveness of the blackmail state during the “tape scandal,” which the journalists of their 
Kyiv offices covered with uncompromising honesty. Authorities punished the BBC by re-
voking the license of its Ukrainian partner, radio “Kontynent,” which re-transmitted BBC 
programs throughout Ukraine.6 Radio Liberty fell under much stronger pressure perhaps 
because it covered the event far more extensively. Some mysterious “hooligans” intimidated 
journalists, while two persons who introduced themselves as Ukrainian security service of-
ficers reportedly blackmailed the director of Kontynent’s Ukrainian section, Roman Kup-
chynsky.7 Earlier, a similar problem befell the publisher of the English-language newspaper 
Kyiv Post, Jed Sunden, whose visa was simply canceled upon his arrival at Boryspil airport 
near Kyiv.8

5 Serhiy Taran, “Avtorytarne suspilstvo ta yoho vorohy,” in Alla Lazereva et al. (eds.), Presa i vlada: khronika 
protystoyannia (Kyiv: Instytut masovoyi informatsiyi, 2001), 55. Also available in French: Presse et pouvoir: 
chronique des conflits (Kyiv: Institute des Mass Medias, 2001), 59–60. 
6 “BBC zaklykaye perehlyanuty rishennya Natsrady,” Dzerkalo tyzhnya, 14 April 2001, 2.
7 See “Chronique des conflits entre les medias ukrainiens et les autorites du pays,” in Alla Lazareva et al. (eds.), 
Presse et pouvoir: chronique des conflits (Kyiv: Institut des Mass Medias, 2001), 91.
8 Ibid., 92.
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Defiant Ukrainian citizens have been punished much more severely, as the case of 
Heorhiy Gongadze tragically illustrates. According to different sources, 18 to 31 journal-
ists were killed in Ukraine in the 1990s, most of them after 1997. Many more journalists, 
editors, and media owners were beaten, threatened, and intimidated. Authorities typically 
denied any political motivation in these incidents that could point to their own involve-
ment. As a rule, they treated all these cases as mere “hooliganism,” “accidents,” or – some-
times – “suicides.” This kind of misrepresentation replaced a very concrete and pressing 
political problem – the persecution of journalists – with the more general social problem 
of rampant criminality in an allegedly “weak” state and deflected responsibility from the 
authorities.

Here, again, the Gongadze case serves as the most graphic example of twisted official 
demagoguery. A whole team of pro-presidential scribblers and talking heads suggested that 
opposition journalist Heorhiy Gongadze (who mysteriously disappeared on his way home 
on September 15, 2001) was a suspicious individual with an adventurous past, a murky 
present, huge debts, and a clear intention to escape from his creditors, preferably abroad 
and probably with forged documents; that he was virtually nobody, his work was poor, 
and his Internet newspaper was absolutely unknown; and finally, that dozens of people 
disappear every day everywhere, so why make a tragedy out of the disappearance of this 
one guy?

These clumsy arguments seemed to work at home but proved to be indigestible in-
ternationally when, in October 2001, President Kuchma came out with his most outra-
geous argument after a Ukrainian missile accidentally shot down a Russian airliner with 
Israeli passengers: “We should not make a tragedy out of matters if it was a mistake. Bigger 
mistakes have been made.”9 This cynical statement infuriated the international commu-
nity, and Kuchma finally had to apologize. But anything could be cooked up for internal 
consumption, even a remark as shameless as the one made by the interior minister, Yuriy 
Smyrnov, that 80% of the allegedly killed journalists actually “faced quite a natural death 
due to alcoholic intoxication.”10

Since 1997–1998, a number of national and international NGOs have been monitor-
ing the media situation in Ukraine.11 They have reported regularly on all sorts of pressure 
against mass media, including unannounced tax inspections or fire and building code in-
spections, arrests and assaults on journalists, the freezing of bank accounts, and criminal 

9 Kyiv Post, 11 October 2001.
10 See Olha Dmytrycheva, “Zelenyi ZMIy”, Dzerkalo tyzhnya, 13 October 2001.
11 See for example http://www.cpj.org (Committee for the Protection of Journalists); www.eim.de (European 
Institute for the Media); www.ipc.kiev.ua (IREX ProMedia); www.imi.com.ua (Institute of the Mass Infor-
mation); www.khpg.org (Kharkiv Civil Rights Group); http://pcmlp.socleg.ox.ac.uk/transition (Communica-
tions Law in Transition Newsletter). Media issues are extensively covered also by Radio Liberty (www.rferl.
org), Transition On-Line (www.tol.cz), a nascent Ukrainian on-line magazine Telekrytyka (www.telekritika.
kiev.ua), Ukrayinska pravda (www.pravda.com.ua), and many more.
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and civil libel trials used to punish critics with enormous fines,12 imprisonment,13 and even 
bans on practicing journalism.14

Again, in most cases, the authorities justified their actions by claiming that everything 
had been done according to the law and that the issue was purely legal, not political. They 
never mentioned, however, that the law in Ukraine is applied selectively – in the strictest and 
harshest way against the regime’s opponents, and in the gentlest way (if at all) against its sup-
porters. Examples of such selectivity are rather anecdotal. While a number of independent 
radio and TV companies lost their licenses because of minor irregularities, the most “loyalist,” 
pro-presidential station, NTCU, operated with no license at all because, as its newly appoint-
ed director, Oleksandr Storozhuk, confessed, their original license had expired long ago.15

The story of the struggle with the opposition newspaper Silski visti, which supported 
Kuchma’s major and most hated rival, the Socialist leader Oleksandr Moroz, offers a more 
dramatic example. The authorities faced a difficult task because the newspaper was popu-
lar (especially in rural regions), influential and economically self-sufficient, and, because 
Moroz had apparently not been involved in any business activity, there was no “kompro-
mat” to find against him. Nevertheless, authorities invented an ostensibly legal way to 
shut down Silski visti.16 Tax inspectors discovered that in 1992 the newspaper privatized 
some premises and facilities of a former Communist Party publishing house and did not 
pay taxes. The legal issue was rather obscure and has not been resolved by a court. But the 
practical strategy of the authorities was clear.

First, state officials used the tax administration rather than the courts to freeze the news-
paper’s bank account and paralyze its publication. Whatever the court’s decision turned out 
to be, the newspaper would be heavily damaged, financially and morally. And second, the 
authorities never touched many other newspapers that used to belong to the same pub-
lishing house and were re-registered in the same way in 1991, after the Communist Party 
disbanded. These newspapers privatized the Party’s premises and facilities in a similar way, 
without paying taxes. Yet, nobody investigated this issue or even bothered to answer the 

12 The case of a popular daily Vseukrainskie vedomosti was perhaps the most notorious. In March 1998, on 
the eve of parliamentary elections, the newspaper was shut down after loosing a controversial libel case to 
a government-tied sports organisation for $1.8 million in “moral damages”. Another popular daily Kievskie 
vedomosti was bankrupted in a similar way and ultimately re-owned by a “loyalist”, pro-Presidential oliharchic 
group. See “1998 World Press Freedom Review”, www.freemedia.at/wpfr/world.html
13 Perhaps the most dramatic accident happened to Oleksandr Horobets, the chief editor of Pravda Ukrainy. In 
early 1998, his newspaper was suspended by the Ministry of Information under the pretext of some mistakes 
allegedly found in the registration documents. The suspension was illegal per se because only the court can pass 
such a decision. After Mr. Horobets won a suit against the Information Ministry, he was arrested as an ordinary 
“rapist” who allegedly assaulted his employee. In May 1999, having spent eight months in prison, he was ac-
quitted. By that time, however, his oppositional newspaper was susccessfully domesticated by pro-Presidential 
forces, and Mr. Horobets lost his job. See “1998 World Press Freedom Review”; also Presa i vlada..., 31–32.
14 For the most notorious Oleh Lyashko’s case see “Two steps backward,” Kyiv Post, 21 June 2001, 6.
15 See Olha Dmytrycheva, “Zmina dekoratsiy,” Dzerkalo tyzhnya, 24–30 November 2001, 1.
16 For the detailed account on the Silski visti affair see the on-line bulletin by the International Media Institute 
at http://www.imi.com.ua/strk/19/index.htm
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questions raised in many newspapers, many of which were not necessarily oppositional pub-
lications.17 (This is another peculiarity of post-Soviet regimes – the authorities simply ignore 
unpleasant questions, as if nothing needed explaining. The mainstream media kept its si-
lence, anyway, and Western observers would probably be satisfied with another presidential 
promise to take all the hot issues under “personal control.”) The answer, however, is clear if 
one notices the general pattern of selective law enforcement: of all the periodicals in ques-
tion, only Silski visti happened to be critical of the President. Indeed, all media in Ukraine 
are equal before the law, but some have clearly been much more equal than others.

Statistics show that the opposition media and journalists have been objects of au-
thorities’ “special control” measures:18 virtually all of selective law enforcement’s victims 
(and a great  majority of the victims of “hooliganism”) belonged to a tiny minority of own-
ers and companies that strove to be independent from the authoritarian state.19

Orange Turnover

Authoritarian pressure on civil society and independent mass media was dramatically 
enhanced in 1999, when the highly unpopular Leonid Kuchma decided to run for a sec-
ond presidential term, thereby hindering the gradual renewal of the ruling elite and the 

17 See, for example, Andriy Tychyna, “Parlamentske dvovladdya,” Den, 20 October 2000, 4: “Is it Silski visti 
only who has not paid taxes and can’t sleep now patiently, or somebody else can be recalled? Who else was over 
there in 1991, among those who seceded from the [Communist party publishing syndicate] Presa Ukrayiny?”
18 In fact, conclusive proof of government’s thorough and perverse pressure on the mass media has been pro-
vided by Major Mykola Melnychenko, an officer of President’s guard who fled to the West and revealed very 
curious conversations between President Kuchma and his aids, bugged allegedly in his office by some hidden 
digital recorder. Although Mr. Kuchma and most of his visitors deny the authenticity of the tapes, the whole 
way they handle the issue, let alone the Ukrainian reality, leave little doubts on who is the major master and 
manager of the blackmail state. In particular, there are three fragments where somebody with the voice of 
Presidents Kuchma talks to somebody with the voice of Mykola Azarov, the head of the omnipotent National 
tax service, on how to destroy the notorious Silski visti. In the first two fragments Kuchma, employing char-
acteristically obscene language, inquires why the newspaper still is published despite his clear order to crush 
it completely (“Well, this paper must be crushed up”). Azarov explains that he did his best to freeze the news-
paper’s account but “that stupid Oleynik” (director of the print factory) prints them on credit. The “stupid 
Oleynik” seems to have ignored Azarov’s threats and, instead, applied to the State Committee on Information 
Policy. This disobidience (“stupidity”) seems to enormously infuriate the President. In the third fragment he 
insists that Oleynik should be “fucked off” (“I’ve told you fuck him off”), and blames the deputy prime minis-
ter on humanitarian issues Mykola Zhulynskyi for what he believes to be a sabotage: “Look, this son of a bitch 
Mykola Hryhorovych, I would tear off his head. I’ve told him, ‘Look, why should we tolerate this bloody 
Silski visti?’...”. Minor faults, yet, cannot subvert Mr. Azarov’s self-confidence. He perfectly knows how the 
whole system works: “The court of arbitration resceduled its judgement yesterday for tomorrow. I’ve talked to 
the proper people, including the city [judge?] They would pass a right judgement.” See Yaroslav Hrushevskyi, 
“Faktor storonnyoyi lyudyny,” Grani-plus, no. 20 (October 2001), 3. 
19 See for example Volodymyr Denysenko, “Khuliganska tendentsiya,” Den, 30 August 2001. According to the 
same newspaper, every one of 417 professional journalists had been assaulted with less than the year. Den, 4 
September 2001.
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evolutionary development of society. To get him re-elected, authorities applied the most 
outrageous “techniques,” including alleged political killings and all sorts of political provo-
cations, with extensive involvement of the security forces. The whole power of the black-
mail state was mobilized to ensure Kuchma’s victory and, eventually, to consolidate his 
autocratic rule.

These events upset the vague equilibrium between the repressive forces of the semi-au-
thoritarian state and the liberal forces of the semi-civil society. Since then, Ukrainian demo-
crats could no longer justify their collaboration with the rogue regime by some  idealistic raison 
d’etat, just as the regime could no longer make its “democratic” and “Euro-Atlantic” rhetoric 
plausible. The alleged involvement of Leonid Kuchma and his entourage in the kidnapping 
and killing of Heorhiy Gongadze, and in some other crimes implied by  Melnychenko’s secret 
records, largely delegitimized his regime, both nationally and internationally. 

This caused a snowball effect that, on one hand, meant a rapid growth and consolida-
tion of the democratic opposition and, on the other hand, accelerated elite defection and 
facilitated the peaceful overturning of the regime in the 2004 presidential elections. Despite 
clear authoritarian tendencies, the Ukrainian regime still was fairly competitive due to the 
persistence of meaningful democratic institutions, through which opposition forces were 
able to challenge, weaken, and occasionally even defeat the autocratic incumbent. There 
were at least four arenas of contestation: the electoral arena, the legislature, the judiciary, 
and the media.20

Ukrainian elections have always been competitive and vote counting has always been 
essentially fair, despite large abuses of state power during election campaigns. The national 
parliament, even though it lacked much power over government policy, did not become 
a puppet of the president – like in neighboring Russia or Belarus. The judiciary, albeit ma-
nipulated, oppressed, and often corrupt, retained some degree of independence, especially 
at the top level of the Supreme Court. And finally, independent mass media, however 
harassed and marginalized by the government, still dissiminated uncensored information 
to society. Even in the worst months of 2004 when the struggling regime seemed to be on 
the brink of victory, the opposition still had access to large-circulation newspapers, like 
pro-Socialist Silski visti, pro-Yushchenko Ukraina moloda, pro-Tymoshenko Vechernie vesti, 
and independent Dzerkalo tyzhnia, as well as some FM radio stations and the renowned 
TV-5 that was squeezed out from most regions but still was available, albeit over cable, in 
one-third of Ukraine, including the capital city of Kyiv. Moreover, on the very first days 
of the Orange revolution, a great majority of journalists, including those from the major 
TV channels, in a crucial moment of truth, refused to serve the regime and forced media 
owners to accept the standards of unbiased reporting.

All this was in part the result of the relative strength (at least in Central and West-
ern Ukraine) of a society with some civil traditions, which proved more resilient under 

20 Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, “The Rise of Competitive Authoritarianism,” Journal of Democracy, vol. 13, 
no. 2 (2002), 54.
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 authoritarian pressure than many observers ever expected. Effectively hindering the con-
solidation of presidential autocracy by creating, in effect, an informal system of checks 
and balances, the polarization and fragmentation of the Ukrainian elite has also been of 
paramount importance. Competing oligarchic clans, on the one side, and an appreciable 
democratic opposition, on the other, interacted in multiple ways, making and unmaking 
whimsical, situational alliances between different groups and members.

In 2004, as the authorities’ attempt to falsify the election results provoked a mass civic 
uprising, the regime faced two options: smash society and establish a full-fledged, consoli-
dated autocracy or capitulate and negotiate certain concessions. The first option appeared 
unfeasible. Civil society proved to be quite strong and mobilized, the opposition united, 
the ruling elite demoralized and divided, and international pressure unexpectedly active 
and coordinated. After a simple costs-and-benefits calculation, the regime gave itself up to 
the Orange Revolution.

Ukraine after the Revolution, however, has not leapt from semi-authoritarian, domi-
nant-power politics to the luminous heights of full-fledged democracy. Rather, it was stuck 
again in a grey zone of feckless pluralism that could certainly be a stop on the road to 
consolidated democracy but appeared ultimately to be the way back to authoritarianism. 
In fact, Ukraine returned to the path of evolutionary development that Kuchma had inter-
rupted in the late 90s. Until that moment, Ukrainians had the government they deserved 
– in the sense that both Leonid Kravchuk and the “first” Leonid Kuchma were elected in 
free and fair elections from a plurality of candidates of different colors. The dictum that 
‘any nation deserves the government it has’ might be too crude since it regards the nation 
as a reified average person rather than a great multitude of people, of whom some deserve 
much better government while others deserve much worse. But, at the simplified and de-
personalized “average” level, the formula is correct, as long as the government is democrati-
cally elected and re-elected according to the people’s will. 

One may compare it to connected vessels that maintain the same level of water as long 
as the connection is secure. In our case, the bigger and smaller vessels represent society and 
the ruling elite respectively. The level of civil society and political culture in both vessels 
remains essentially the same as long as the connection between the ruling elite and society 
at large exists through elections, an independent mass-media and judiciary, and so on. In 
1999, Leonid Kuchma destroyed this connection, however weak and faltering it had been 
until then. He deprived Ukrainians of real choice and, as a result, delegitimized himself 
both domestically and internationally. Melnychenko’s records have only subsequently con-
firmed, very graphically, this illegitimacy.

From that very moment, the quality of the ruling elite, preoccupied with holding onto 
power and deaf to public responsibility, deteriorated dramatically. The quality of society, 
after becoming more open in the early 90s, continued to grow slowly but steadily. Too 
much difference in the water levels of the disconnected vessels created pressure that, in turn, 
knocked out the cork, smashed a jam, and re-established the artificially blocked connection 
between the two vessels. Ukrainian society, again, got the government it deserved. This was 
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arguably the Orange Revolution’s main achievement. It placed responsibility on the people, 
not exclusively on some guys at the top who arguably usurped power and deprived the peo-
ple of real choices. 

Ukraine’s return to evolutionary development did not mean, of course, that Yush-
chenko had merely to continue the work of Kravchuk and the early work of Kuchma, as 
if nothing since then ever happened. The Revolution merely opened the window of op-
portunity – to be effectively used or, as appeared eventually, wasted. 

Yanukovych’s Comeback

In February 2010, Viktor Yanukovych, a notorious villain of the 2004 Orange revolu-
tion, scored a narrow victory (49 versus 46 percent) over the incumbent prime-minister 
Yulia Tymoshenko, in the presidential election that was internationally recognized as free 
and fair. Though he received 400,000 votes less than in 2004, it was quite enough to win 
since his orange rivals lost even greater public support. They were punished by the public 
for five years of internal squabbling and nonexistent reforms, institutional chaos and dys-
functionality, and complete fecklessness that only compromised the idea of democracy and 
evoked a popular nostalgia for ‘law and order’ and a ‘strong hand’.

Within a few months, Yanukovych and his team effectively subordinated all branches 
of the government, marginalized opposition, and consolidated their authoritarian rule 
largely based on the Kuchma-style mechanisms of a ‘blackmail state’. They did not bring 
any ‘law’ beyond its ‘classical’, well-known and familiar selective application, but they, 
indeed, re-established some sort of ‘order’. To this aim, they carried out a de-facto parlia-
mentary coup d’etat, created the anti-constitutional government, and blatantly violated 
a great number of laws, rules and procedures at their convenience. One international ob-
server sardonically  compared Yanukovych’s “coordinating” of government with the Nazi’s 
1933 Gleichschaltung.21 He did not mean, certainly, to draw any ideological parallels be-
tween both leaders and parties or the subsequent developments in Germany and Ukraine. 
Rather, he intended to stress the Bolshevik ‘revolutionary expedience’ that facilitated, in 
both cases, a swift and bold takeover of state institutions in a very arbitrary, semi-legal, or 
absolutely illegal way – something that happened in Eastern Europe after the WWII under 
the Soviet auspices.

Civic freedoms, including the freedom of speech and mass media, have fallen natural 
prey to this Gleichschaltung. The changes were so swift and unambiguous that just a few 
weeks after Yanukovych assumed power, a leading Ukrainian media watch-dog professed 
a steadfast “Putinization” of Ukrainian media, especially TV, that placed it under the firm 
control of the dominant political force, just as it happened in Russia under Vladimir Putin:

21 Alexander Motyl, “Containing the con”, Kyiv Post, May 12, 2010; http://www.kyivpost.com/news/opinion/
op_ed/detail/66453/
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TV coverage of the state will be positive, while print and Internet media will retain 
relatively more freedom. State TV will become more commercialized, possibly even priva-
tized. Private TV channels will develop information policies that coincide with the interests 
of the president’s team. Gradually all political opponents will be squeezed out of the news. 
De-Ukrainization of TV, not just in language but also in ideology, will take place. Enter-
tainment will replace political debate.

The era of “equality of corrupt possibilities” will come to an end. It flourished from 
2006–2009, when people paid for TV coverage. Now, those in power don’t need to pay and 
opponents will be shut off from this opportunity. The development might be portrayed as 
a successful fight against corruption.22 

This results from the fact that mass media in Ukraine have never become a real business 
decoupled from politics, buthas always been auxiliary to some other business-cum-political 
projects. Four financial and political groups own more than three quarters of the Ukrainian 
TVmarket. All of them are either a part of the government, like Valery Khoroshkovsky, 
the head of the Security Service of Ukraine and owner of the most powerful Ukrainian 
TV channel “Inter”, or the government-friendly billionaires like Viktor Pinchuk, Rinat 
Akhmetov and Igor Kolomoysky. (It should be clear that tycoons unfriendly to the govern-
ment are contradictio in adiecto: they simply would not survive, with all their businesses, 
within the blackmail state were they to prove any disloyalty vis-à-vis the government). 
Little surprise then that “foreign strategic capital has never been too keen on entering 
Ukrainian media; some of these who did were pushed out by the end of the last decade by 
the financial crisis and non-transparent rules of the game”.23

In September 2010, an opinion survey conducted by the NGO Rating Group sug-
gested that the number of Ukrainians who thought pressure on the press was increasing 
had reached 41 percent, compared with 18 percent in April.24 In October 2010, over half 
of Ukrainians polled by the Razumkov Center (56.6%) believed that political censorship 
did exist in Ukraine, and only one quarter of the respondents (26.7%), the core of Yanu-
kovych’s electorate, denied it.25 Reporters without Borders also sounded the alarm about 
“The slow and steady deterioration in press freedom since Viktor Yanukovich’s election as 
president in February” in their annual (2010) World Press Freedom Index, where Ukraine 
was downgraded from 89th to 131st place out of 178 countries.26  

 Another reputable international organization, Freedom House, recently produced 
a special report on the state of democracy and human rights in Ukraine where it  concluded, 

22 Natalya Ligacheva, “TV-managed democracy coming soon to nation”, Kyiv Post, March 25, 2010; http://
www.kyivpost.com/news/opinion/op_ed/detail/62539/
23 Ibid. See also Otar Dovzhenko, “Totalna stabilizatsiya media”, Dzerkalo tyzhnia, April 10, 2010; http://www.
dt.ua/1000/1550/69122/
24 “Survey Suggests Ukrainian Media Under Increasing Pressure”, RFE/RL Newsline, October 6, 2010; http://
www.rferl.org/content/Survey_Suggests_Ukrainian_Media_Under_Increasing_Pressure/2182621.html
25 “Over half of Ukrainians feel political censorship”, Interfax-Ukraine, October 9, 2010. 
26 http://en.rsf.org/press-freedom-index-2010,1034.html
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inter alia, that the access to mainstream media for alternative, critical, and independent 
views is narrower now than it used to be and that news coverage in general has worsened. 
Yet, however disturbing the state of the media is at the national level, they find the situ-
ation in the regions considerably worse: “Close relationships between media control and 
political power are evident, as are cases of harassment of journalists by political authorities 
and the security services. A number of journalists have also faced physical threats and/or 
attacks. These conditions often escape notice outside of the areas in question”.27

The increasing governmental pressure on independent mass media evokes, however, 
not only international condemnation but also strong and, in many cases, coordinated re-
sistance of various domestic actors – primarily of journalists but also of civil society in 
general. In May 2010, the civic movement «Stop Censorship!» was founded with a stated 
goal to protect both journalists from the pressure of media-owners and consumers from the 
silencing and distortion of information.28  The movement closely cooperates with the Kyiv 
Independent Media Trade Union that advocates against any encroachment upon jour-
nalists’ rights and provides legal support for colleagues in trouble.29  They cooperate also 
with institutions and groups that monitor a range of violations of human rights and civic 
freedoms, including freedom of expression and information, and compile detailed, day-by-
day reports on the biased news coverage in all major Ukrainian TV channels.30

All of this activity, combined with domestic and international pressure upon the 
Ukrainian government, restrains and subverts its attempts to enhance censorship and sup-
ports noticeable, however limited and constantly threatend, level of media plurlism and 
political openness in the country.

Conclusion

Twenty years of postcommunist development have not made Ukraine either a full-
fledged democracy – as it happened with its Central East European neighbors, nor an en-
trenched authoritarianism – as it occurred in the most post-Soviet republics. Ukraine seems 
to fluctuate bewteen two political syndromes of feckless pluralism and dominant power 
politics. The very fact that all of the major achievements of the Orange Revolutions – like 
media freedom, political openness, free and fair electoral process – have been so fast and 
radically dismantled by the new president and his authoritarian Party of Regions proves 
that nothing was properly institutionalized by the Orange government. Democracy has not 
become the only game in town. ‘Playing by rules’ has not replaced the traditional and still 
dominant ‘playing with rules’.

27 David Kramer et al., “Sounding the Alarm: Protecting Democracy in Ukraine. A Freedom House Report”, 
April 2011; http://www.freedomhouse.org/uploads/special_report/98.pdf
28 http://www.telekritika.ua/cenzura/
29 http://media-profspilka.org/
30 See e.g. http://osvita.mediasapiens.kiev.ua/material/2531
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At the same time, the clear inability of the Party of Regions to emulate the Putin-style 
‘vertical of power’ in Ukraine, to profoundly curtail political freedoms, eliminate opposi-
tion and introduce a full-fledged authoritarianism testify not so much about Yanukovych’s 
democratic credentials but primarily about resilience of civil society and, in particular, of 
independenmt mass media. Despite its dramatic failure, the legacy of the Orange revolu-
tion was not wasted completely. It provides today some basis for civic resistance and some 
reference point for a future revival. As long as media pluralism in Ukraine persists, it pro-
vides some ground for political pluralism and eventual political breakthrough.

•
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Critical evaluation is always an important and necessary instrument of progress. If 
this is valid when it comes to persons, it is all the more so when it comes to institutions 
and organizations, whose progress and destiny affect the lives of millions of people.

As one knows, and it is good for us to reiterate, the Church in Romania is the institu-
tion that, before any other, enjoys the largest confidence and trust on the part of the popu-
lation. This trust is based on the Spirit of Truth on whose foundation rests the spiritual and 
filial relation between Church and faithful, be it in time of peace or oppression.

This is good news, yet no novelty. That is the way things were forever probably, even 
though hundreds of years ago there were no statisticians to do special research on this topic.

In the presentation that follows I do not intend to treat exhaustively any of the aspects 
of the Church’s life or of its implication in the life and history of Romanians: I will ap-
proach these aspects here only partially.

I considered the aspects here mentioned, some dealt with more in detail, some more 
generally, sufficient for the purpose of the present paper. The paper can be taken as a start-
ing point for a treatment of the topic at a different length.

The references I will make here will regard only the situation of the Romanian Or-
thodox Church, and not that of the Greek-Catholic or Roman Catholic Churches, of the 
protestant or neo-protestant denominations or of the Islamic or Mozaic religions.

Déjà vu

The trust of the people in the Romanian Orthodox Church that I mentioned above is 
a natural attitude since from the beginning of its existence on the territories inhabited by 
Daco-Romanians, the Church identified itself with the life of its faithful. Probably there is 
no need for examples in this sense. They are so numerous, those that are common knowl-
edge and those that are less known, that they could fill volumes, not pages.

Even in the Communist time, so difficult and painful, beyond some failures of some 
of its representatives or of some of its faithful, there were many more merits, brave and 
responsible acts through which the Church, clergy and believers, made themselves known 
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and thus made history. A telling example is the way in which the Church defended the 
real spiritual and cultural values of the nation against the Communist offensive of harsh-
est oppression, even in situations where the Church was betrayed by some of its own sons 
and daughters who became Communists, atheists, sovietizing agents and who hurt it even 
worse than where it would have been hurt by strangers.

Every compromise has its own price, but a compromise is a working strategy and in 
many cases a method of survival. That was the case of the Romanian Orthodox Church (and 
evidently, of the Church in the other countries oppressed by the Communist regime).

 Yet, because the word “compromise” is a compromised word and has a negative connota-
tion in many cases, it is good to specify that the Church did not make any compromise with 
regards to the Christian doctrine which represents the essence of its mission in the world.

Administratively the Church’s situation was affected indeed. But can one call compro-
mise the execution of orders received in the state of slavery in an atheistic regime? 

Were there circumstances, in particular at the administrative level, where the Church 
recoursed to compromise, negociation or dealings when these were supposed to help it 
survive, yet without them hurting the essential faith values promoted by it? Yes. The com-
promise, in the general sense of the term, in the positive not the negative one, is sometimes 
necessary, in particular when the life of millions of people might depend on it.

These types of cases we have under our eyes. The United States entered Irak where 
nuclear weapons of mass destruction were not found, but did not take any action at that 
time against the North Koreans who declared clearly to have this weapon. Why? One of 
the answers was that it would have been too risky for the United States to engage itself at 
the same time on two very dangerous fronts. What is the price of this compromise? Ac-
cording to some analysts, a world danger that might affect first of all the Americans. What 
was the reason for the compromise? The salvation of the lives of all Americans that would 
have died if a war in that region would have started, but also the hope that the future will 
bring a peaceful solution to the situation.

This type of compromise was made by the Orthodox Church, but also by the other 
Churches and/or denominations that functioned legally in Romania.

Prof. Paul Caravia reminds one that after the Communists came to power the Roman-
Catholic Church which was left with two bishops, of eight that it used to have, had to 
make its own compromises.1

In the case of the Orthodox Church in Romania, this strategy proved to be helpful; 
both the Church and the nation considered themselves to have really been protected by 
God in a very particular way.

I am saying this because in other countries oppressed by Communist regimes similar 
compromises had to be made, yet in our case the situation of the Church was much better 
than in other places. I want only to mention a city like Kisinev with about 100 churches of 

1 Paul Caravia, The Imprisoned Church, Romania 1944–1989 (Bucharest: The Romanian Academy, The Na-
tional Institute for the Study of Totalitarianism, 1999), 34.
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which about 90 were closed. This was in the Russian Soviet Socialist Republic of Moldova. 
In Romania, in a city like Botosani, with about 30 churches, six or seven were closed. And 
the case of Albania where absolutely all churches were closed is well known.

In the 1950s, when I was a child and when my parents took me to church, the holy place 
was always full of believers. In the 1970s, when I was a theology student in Bucharest the 
Churches where I used to go were always full. After I got ordained and functioned as a priest in 
rural locations and then in the city, the churches where I held the liturgical services were full.

In the 1980s when the World Council of Churches in Geneva offered a statistical re-
view of the volume of religious publications by countries and denominations, among all 
countries with socialist regimes, the greatest volume of religious publications was found in 
Romania, even more than in Greece.

Therefore the millions of people of Romania could have, in all those years of difficulty 
and pain, part of religious assistance. As much as it could have been. But is was more than 
in other places under similar regimes. The great majority of people could go to Church, 
could go to confession, take the Holy Communion, listen to the Sunday liturgical services, 
ask for religious services at home and in the Church.

In the rural locations, even though with difficulty, even new churches were built. Not 
in cities, though.

By saying all these things, I do not mean to be triumphalistic or idealizing. The Church 
had, in some of its representatives, regrettable failures also, as always when we talk about 
human beings. Yet, in general, the failure was followed by redress. As in one of the prayers 
we have in the Service of the Holy Onction, where we read: “As many times as you will fall, 
get up and you will be saved.”

The failures were exceptions. The overwhelming majority of the Church’s representa-
tives was taking care of its specific pastoral and administrative work.

The faithful, on the other hand, were direct witnesses of the persecution, arrest, torturing 
and killing of thousands of orthodox priests who were legionaries or considered to be sympa-
thizing with legionaries or who were only suspected to be so, without having been in reality.

The same thing happened with the other priests denounced or suspected to have been 
adepts or sympathizers of other political parties than the Communist one.

As Cicerone Ioanitoiu tells us in one of his studies,2 approximately 4000 orthodox priests were 
sent to jail in the Communist prisons, some for two or three times, others being exterminated.3

From the upper ranks of the hierarchy 17 bishops were demoted, 15 were exiled.4 

Many had to endure long years of detention. Some of them are still living today.
In another book published by the Romanian Academy,5 where the writers present 

only 180 informative notes, reports, referrals and accounts, addresses of various  informers, 

2 The Literary Romania [Romania Literara], May 10, 1997, 6.
3 Caravia, The Imprisoned Church, 21.
4 Ibid., 15.
5 Cristina Paiusan and Radu Ciuceanu, The Romanian Orthodox Church under the Communist Regime, Vol. I, 
1945–1958 (Bucharest, 2001).
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militia and security agents, administrative functionaries from the Communist system at 
the local or national level, over 1800 references are made to Orthodox bishops, priests, 
deacons, theology professors, theology students, monks, chanters, believers, who opposed 
the Communist regime – democratic as it was called – and who were conducting intense 
activities – so-called anti-democratic – who were speaking against the Communist govern-
ment and the bolsheviks, and who were writing articles of anti-communist propaganda in 
the ecclesiastical press. And all this only out of 180 notes!

Yet, how many similar documents would have also been around and then, how many 
thousands of Church representatives must be mentioned to have been detected, arrested 
and persecuted for their anti-Communist views.

Here is for example, a portrait by Radu Ciuceanu of Patriarch Justinian Marina based on 
those secret police documents, now known to the public: “Few times the Communist Party of 
Romania failed to catch those who were meant to occupy front ranks and functions, in partic-
ular in such a sensitive and hot zone as that of faith where the Orthodox tradition blended its 
destiny with the existence of the Romanian people itself. And also few times, the ruse of a naïve 
rural priest worthy of the abilities of an Oltenian water bearer reached the perfection of a long 
lasting political program, at a moment when the ship of the Church, in a country occupied by 
the red armies was threatened with shipwreck and dissolution. It was the merit of this “thief 
of horses” Justinian Marina. He achieved through a political strategy built with unparalleled 
skill, to trick all those who were supervising him, to disappoint the masters from whom he 
received his rank, thus becoming without delay and reply, a Thomas Becket of Romania”.6

When I was a dean for the Dorohoi Deanery in Romania, of approximately 100 priests 
that I had under my jurisdiction almost a quarter spent time in Communist prisons. If we 
expand the proportion to a national level, we have a clearer picture of the priests’ persecu-
tion and suffering. Evidently, they were taken away from the public life, but after their pris-
on terms they came back into the midst of the people – those who came back, of course.

Consequently it was the people, the faithful who knew best who their priest was. The 
fact that for a long period of time the priests’ children did not have access to higher educa-
tion, whether the priest was accused of having a hostile attitude towards the regime or not, 
was well known to everybody.

I think it would be arrogant and unjust for us to believe that today we know better 
about the life of generations of priests in 50 years of Communism than their own faithful 
in their village and city parishes.

The exceptions that could be invoked did not represent the rule but its exception, and 
as always, they confirm the rule. Yet, in retrospective, we are looking not at exceptions but 
at the general situation.

The best and most authorized critic of the Romanian Orthodox Church is not the former 
Communist, the former or present atheist, the former or present religiously  indifferent, the 
Catholic, Protestant, Muslim or Jew, but the Orthodox people, the believers themselves, 

6 Ibid., back cover.
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the faithful of the Church. Their critique is expressed in current statistics. The Church is 
the institution that to this day enjoys the highest trust among Romanians.

The failures of some Church representatives must have existed in the course of past 
centuries as well. But that doesn’t mean that one can erase the Church’s merit for always 
having identified itself with the struggle, suffering, longings and aspirations of its nation 
and faithful. In other words the Church brought its direct and effective contribution to the 
foundational and structural events that marked the history of Romanians such as the 1848 
Revolution, the Union of the Romanian Principalities in 1859, the independence war in 
1877, the First and Second World Wars, to list only a few in recent history.

About the Church’s essential contribution at the cultural level, to the formation and 
development of the Romanian nation, one could write volumes. It is sufficient to reiterate 
here that the Orthodox monasteries and, in general, the ecclesiastic organizations, played 
a central role in the creation of this culture,7 and, as Mircea Croitoru reminds one, the 
Romanian literature is “exclusively religious in its Daco-Roman roots”, and “it grows on 
a trunc that is preponderently Christian and at the dawn of our written history shows its 
rich growth and development”.8

If we refer also to the capital works of renowned patrologist Prof. Dr. Ioan Coman and 
to the learned metropolitan Dr. Nestor Vornicescu, who both analyzed the phenomenon of 
the Romanian culture in the IV-XVIth centuries, we can conclude without hesitation that the 
Romanian Orthodox Church was the main founder of the Romanian culture, whose shin-
ing should be evidenced much more systematically and elaboratedly than it is done today.

Social Activities

It is known that in the years of Communist domination the Church was forced to re-
nounce its social activities that it used to develop normally, by virtue of its vocation; it had 
to content itself with the liturgic-sacramental dimension of its existence. Fr. George Calciu, 
who spent many years in the Communist jails, reminds one of a word by Metropolitan 
Nicolae Mladin of Transylvania who, referring to the possibility that the Church involve 
itself in social activities, had said: “Under the communists you can rise high up to heaven. 
But as soon as you want to expand horizontally, you are cut mercilessly in one instant”.9

One of the most important realizations of the Church after 1989 is its engagement at 
the social level.

The Romanian Orthodox Church was able since 1989 to create and develop insti-
tutionally at the central and regional levels, departments, programs, branches that cover 
a vast and diverse area of social work.

7 Dan Horia Mazilu, Foreword to 1700 de ani de poezie religioasa [1700 Years of Religious Poetry] (Bucharest: 
Ed. Ager), 2003.
8 Ibid., 20.
9 Viata Cultelor [The Life of Religious Denominations], Year XII, no. 547, March 21 2004, electronic version.
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The Diaconia and the philantropical programs and the helping activities have tak-
en a clear contour, they have become traditionalized and structured in a way that allows 
and generates efficiency.

For example there are now in the Romanian Patriarchate over 40 offices of coordina-
tion of social work and assistance activities, where over 200 social workers, who are also 
qualified in theology, are working. They have diplomas of field specialization, and they 
have obtained their jobs through competition. The number of social assistance establish-
ments founded and administered by the Patriarchate is about 300 and includes shelters for 
children (91), for the elderly (32), soup kitchens and bakeries (95), clinics and pharmacies 
(37), centers for assistance for families in difficulty (23).

These institutions are developing programs for the help of children who come from 
poor families, for the prevention of school drop-out, for orphan children, for those in cor-
rectional facilities, for the help of the Roma population.

One needs to add here the programs for religious assistance in hospitals, in units of 
social protection where well over 300 churches and chapels exist with well over 300 priests. 
There are also programs of religious assistance in prisons, where over 50 churches and chap-
els exist with as many working priests, and programs of religious assistance in the military 
units where over 80 churches and chapels are functioning with about 80 military priests.

In order for one to have a more precise idea of the length of these activities it is good 
to mention here that the amount of money allocated by the Romanian Patriarchate in one 
single year (2006, according to a statistical report) for the social and philantropical work 
was of 37.500.000 lei or 11.000.000 euro, a huge sum considering the value of the cur-
rency and the salary and market price in that year, money that came for the Church’s own 
dioceses, from donations, sponsors and external financing sources.10 

For the entire work of social assistance the Church trains its own workers. For this 
purpose it has introduced in the theological schools at the university level sections and 
programs of social assistance that generate yearly the qualified personnel for the field.

Another expression of the social engagement of the Church is evident in the constitu-
tion of the local committees of bioethics in Cluj, Jassy Bucharest, as well as of the National 
Committee on Bioethics with the special task to study and evaluate the specific issues 
raised by this scientific sector, such as abortion, contraception, genetic manipulation, in 
vitro procreation, organ transplants. These committees are creating the documentation 
based on which the Church will express its official position.

This type of implication in contemporary society offers the Church the chance to 
recuperate ground lost when it could not be involved in the life of the nation at this level, 
to become a voice that speaks with authority on these issues, the way its sister, the Roman 
Catholic Church for example, does.11

10 http://www.patriarhia.ro/pag1/bissocietate.htm.
11 Ibid.
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Theological education

Another truly exceptional achievement of the Romanian Orthodox Church in the 
period we are studying here is related to the theological education.

Religion has been reintroduced as a compulsory discipline at the high school level, 
a subject taught by over 10.000 teachers in the entire country. Instead of five theologi-
cal seminaries and two schools of theology at the university level, as existed in the entire 
Patriarchate before 1989, now one counts 39 Orthodox theological seminaries at the high 
school level (with over 700 teachers and over 6000 students annually), schools of religious 
chanters and post high school departments with double specialization in theology and 
nursing, 15 schools of theology at the university level with eight specializations whose 
approximately 450 professors teach over 11.000 students (7000 male and 4000 female). 
There are masters programs at eleven of the 15 mentioned schools of theology and doctoral 
programs at the theological schools in Bucharest, Sibiu, Cluj and Oradea.

The Romanian Orthodox Church offers scholarships for students from the Republic of 
Moldova and from other Romanian areas around the current borders of the country.12 

Parish life

Related to the spectacular growth of religious education is the phenomenon of the multi-
plication of parishes, monasteries and hermitages, as is that of the priests, monks and nuns.

In order to better serve the faithful in the big churches and parishes after 1989 there 
were created posts of assistant priests and deacons. In many cases, in particular in cities, 
the large parishes have been restructured in order to allow for the creation of new parishes 
where new Churches have been built. In towns and villages with two churches of which 
only one was in use, the other one has been reopened too. Small parishes, which before 
1989 were affiliated to neighboring bigger churches, have become again self standing. Even 
very small villages with no church now have a church.

The immense increase in the numbers of monasteries and hermitages in the entire 
country with the proportionate growth in number of monks and nuns indicates that in 
Romania there is no crisis of vocation for the monastic life either.

When I was in Greece a few years ago at an international conference on the island of 
Simi, I stayed with the other guests at a beautiful and huge monastery, Panormitis, that 
looked like a fortress and had the capacity of hosting 2000 people. When I asked the starets 
(elder, abbot) Michail how many monks were living there, his answer was shocking: 4! The 
monastery survives on pilgrimage and tourism and has lay workers who take care of the space 
and of the guests. This phenomenon, I was told, is not singular in Greece, on the contrary.

Consequently comparing this situation with that in Romania one can appreciate even 
better the spiritual and religious revival in the Romanian Orthodox Church.
12 http://www.patriarhia.ro/Departamente/invatreligios.htm.
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Media

Also in this section one needs to mention the religious press and the editorial activ-
ity evident in Romania in the multitude of magazines, publishing houses for religious 
books, from those belonging to major church dioceses, to those belonging to deaneries and 
even parishes. One significant example in this sense is Fr. Alexandru Stanciulescu-Barda 
from the Malovat-Mehedinti parish, whose publishing house prints religious textbooks 
for schools, books for liturgical use, for catehetical instruction etc. The radio stations and 
programs that were created at the diocesan centers are part of this revival, too.

All these achievements and still others not listed here are part of the déjà vu.

Not yet

The Romanian Orthodox Church functions today in a context of critical impor-
tance. It must recuperate in efficient ways the time lost in the 50 years of Communist 
domination.

As I indicated already, it is well involved in this way of recuperation. Yet, there is a lot 
still to do. One cannot do everything suddenly, overnight. Yet the more elaborated and 
richer the action plan, the better the chances for the necessary progress. In this context 
suggestions offered with good intentions are welcome.

Here are a few from the many suggestions possible:
1. At the political level: there is need for a more pronounced engagement of the Church. 

I agree with Fr. George Calciu who insistently asked that the Church not desert the 
political arena. Not in the sense of the clergy’s membership in political parties. In this 
sense, the interdiction that the Church’s Holy Synod issued against clergy becoming 
members of political parties was wise. Fr. Calciu wanted a Church that makes propos-
als to the government, opposes it when necessary, analyzes and reacts.

 The Church can gather sufficient signatures – millions – even for changing the Presi-
dent, Fr. Calciu believes.13

 “The only army one can fear … is the immense army of the Orthodox believers”14 he wrote.
 Therefore we speak here of a Church that is dynamic, maturely and fully engaged in the life 

of the nation, which means engagement in the life of its own faithful and its care for them.
2. At the cultural and theological levels: I believe that it is necessary that the Church cre-

ate new departments of translation so that the major works of Romanian theologians 
be published in languages of international circulation.

 Hundreds of works of value by Romanian theologians are dispersed in Church mag-
azines (many, as mentioned) on the shelves of archives and libraries, insufficiently 
 researched. I  remember that because of the scarcity of paper to print on during the 

13 Viata Cultelor [The Life of Religious Denominations], year XII, Nr. 547, March 21, 2004, 4.
14 Ibid., p. 2.
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oppression years of the Communist regime, the works of the theology professors and 
of the doctoral  candidates were published in Church magazines in a very small font, so 
that in many cases, a paper of 30, 40 pages published there in such small print could 
easily be republished as a book, if done in regular characters and spacing.

 In my view the republication and translation of such works is a priority at the theo-
logical and cultural level, evidently together with new research and publication which 
already is in good progress.

 Speaking of departments, I see necessary the creation of a new department of press 
and publications, much more vigorous than the existing one, at the central, Patriarchal 
level. There would be useful to have special positions created for theologian journalists 
who would be responsible to dialogue with the lay press on behalf of the Church; this 
could be done according to categories and fields, so that when the Church is attacked, 
depending on field and level, a specialized person in this job would be responsible 
to study, analyze the situation and give the needed reply to those who knowingly or 
unknowingly, with good or bad will, blame the Church for different reasons. These 
theologian-journalists would not only offer the information often lacking when the 
attacks are published, but would also raise awareness in the Church at the levels where 
the responsibility resides, in order to have any errors committed by Church people 
corrected.

 Such a type of department could be completed by another one that would be solely 
responsible for the public image of the Church and its public relations.

3. At the economic level: I believe it is necessary for the Church to create more and new 
structures and constituencies for fundraising, having in view in particular institutions 
and people outside the country, all the more now that the Church is engaged in the 
great project to build the Cathedral of the nation’s salvation in Bucharest. This project 
is in itself an act of justice and restitution since it was originally initiated by Primate 
Metropolitan Elie Miron Cristea at the end of the 19th century.

4. At the ecumenical level: I see a more dynamic implication of the Church in bilateral 
relations with other Christian churches, a more visible presence at the international 
ecumenical encounters, the development of new initiatives for ecumenical programs in 
Romania, beyond the existing ones, so that the life of the Romanian Orthodox Church 
could be better known outside in the world.

5. At the level of the diaspora: there is a need for more attention to be given to the Ro-
manians outside the current borders of the country. Special departments with this 
purpose could be created in the neighbouring dioceses; yet the Romanian diaspora in 
other parts of the world is not to be neglected and there should be more effort by the 
Church to strengthen the feeling of belonging of these people to the nation and the 
Church from which they departed physically and geographically or spiritually.

 In this context a good idea would be to promote more intensely the partnerships be-
tween parishes in Romania and Romanian parishes abroad, or between those in Roma-
nia and others from different Christian traditions in the West in particular.
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 This type of partnership should be developed not only at the religious level but also at 
that of social assistance between agencies, organizations, institutions and foundations 
sponsored by the Church in Romania and others in the West in particular.

6. The issue of the dialogue with the Greek-Catholic Church needs to continue to be 
a priority for the hierarchy of the Romanian Orthodox Church, in order to create the 
chance to find new peaceful and common solutions meant to definitively solve the 
crisis of this dialogue.

Conclusions

It is not easy to describe in a few words such a complex phenomenon as that indicated 
in the title of this presentation. However, I considered that some important aspects in the 
life of the church could be evidenced as basis f or reflection and discussion, that could help 
create a road, the most adequate, on which the Romanian Orthodox Church could follow, 
keeping in mind its specific character and the role it played in the history of its people.

I am mentioning this not in the sense that the Church hierarchy does not know what 
is to be done, but in the sense of the participation of all, clergy and faithful, in the difficult 
and immense work in which the Church is engaged.

I also know that it is easy to suggest what needs to be done and much more difficult 
for the one who suggests to make personal efforts, in concrete ways, to help in the imple-
mentation of these ideas, or to offer practical, efficient solutions. However the reflection 
and dialogue cannot be but useful.

When there is love, understanding, good will and respect, the reflection developed 
through dialogue can indeed be constructive and can become founding rock for the build-
ing of a new way.
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Of the five countries from the former Eastern Bloc where Round Table (RT) 
talks took place, Poland was the first to use this approach to reaching an 
agreement on the country’s future development, and Bulgaria was the last 

one to tackle the issue.1 Quite a number of fateful events filled the eleven months that sepa-
rated the start of the RT talks in Poland from the beginning of the negotiations between 
the authorities and the opposition in Bulgaria: the Poles voted in semi-free elections (4 and 
18 June), Hungary opened its border to the West (10 September), anti-communist pro-
tests began in the German Democratic Republic (9 October) and Czechoslovakia (17 No-
vember), and the Berlin Wall came down (9 November). The international environment 
changed dramatically, perhaps the most important event of all being Mikhail Gorbachev’s 
announcement, in a speech before the Council of Europe in Strasbourg (6 July 1989), that 
the Soviet Union would no longer apply the policy of interference in the internal affairs of 
Eastern Bloc countries.2 

The necessity to take into account possible Soviet reactions to developments in Poland 
was one of the factors that made the international environment during the Polish RT talks 
different from the atmosphere in which the Bulgarian RT took place. While it is not exactly 
certain that the Soviet threat was still existent at the beginning of 1989 (as a Polish scholar 
aptly described the situation, “Soviet tanks, on which it had always been possible to depend 
(…) were beginning to be short of petrol”3), and a lot of factors spoke against this, still there 
persisted an element of uncertainty as to the Kremlin’s reaction to eventual sudden and far-
reaching changes in Poland.4 During his visit to Warsaw in July 1988, Mikhail Gorbachev  
had abstained from answering questions about the scope of Poland’s sovereignty.5 For all 

1 The Round Table talks in Poland started on 6 February 1989, in Hungary on 13 June, in Czechoslovakia on 
26 November, in the German Democratic Republic on 7 December, and in Bulgaria on 3 January 1990.
2 Jacques Levesque, The Enigma of 1989: The USSR and the Liberation of Eastern Europe (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1997), 118.
3 Andrzej Paczkowski, Pół wieku dziejów Polski 1939–1989 (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 1995), 555.
4 Ibid., 572.
5 See Wojciech Roszkowski, Historia Polski 1914–1993 (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 1994), 399.
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that, the difficulties the Soviet Union itself was going through made the fear of a possible 
Soviet intervention seem less and less warrantable.6 This does not mean that the Soviet 
threat was not used during the RT negotiations. As researchers have noted, the Soviet fac-
tor could be used both as a threat and as a warning.7

In the Bulgarian case, on the other hand, the element of an eventual Soviet interven-
tion was totally missing. The element of armed intervention, it should be stressed, because 
other means of influencing the decisions of the Bulgarian Communist Party (BCP) leader-
ship were definitely resorted to. It is broadly known that one of the main players in the 
intra-party coup that ousted Bulgarian long-time leader Todor Zhivkov, the then Foreign 
Minister Petur Mladenov, had had a meeting with Mikhail Gorbachev shortly before the 
coup. What is more, Soviet ambassador to Bulgaria Victor Sharapov is also known to have 
played a part in the preparations for Zhivkov’s removal from power.

The other major players in international relations, generally rather broadly defined as 
“the West”, with the United States in the forefront, had been demonstrating, for under-
standable reasons,8 a much stronger interest in Polish developments than in what had (not) 
been happening in Bulgaria. At the same time, I do not think it would be much out of line 
to accept as applicable to some instances of uninterested and rather smug superiority on 
the part of the West, the critical words of an American author: “Western individuals and 
NGOs offered their support to dissidents, but Western governments were chiefly interested 
in stability”.9

Still, as another Western author points out, a number of actions and interventions on 
the part of the West could be cited, namely: the human rights policy, followed by President 
Carter, the election of a pope from Poland, President Reagan’s involving the Soviet Union 
in an arms race which it could not afford, and the practice of making financial support to 
communist countries conditional on the introduction of political reforms.10

In any case, from 1984 on, economic sanctions against Poland started slackening and 
after Gorbachev’s ascent American-Soviet relations began to improve. When the Round 
Table talks in Poland were initiated, President George Bush voiced the hope that other 
countries might follow the example of the Poles. Steps towards liberalization would be fol-
lowed, in the president’s words, by help on the part of the West.11

Where Bulgaria was concerned, the enormous difficulties its citizens had been experi-
encing in regard to making, not to mention maintaining, contacts with the West, resulted 

6 Ibid., 401.
7 Wiktor Osiatyński, “The Roundtable Talks in Poland,” in The Roundtable Talks and the Breakdown of Com-
munism, ed. Jon Elster, 25 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1996); For Jon Elster’s reasoning about 
the use of the Soviet factor as a threat or as a warning see his introduction to the book, 6–8. 
8 It would require a separate extensive study to analyze the various aspects of Western attitudes towards Bul-It would require a separate extensive study to analyze the various aspects of Western attitudes towards Bul-
garia at the time and to compare them to the ones in regard to East Central European states and Poland in 
particular.
9 Mark Mazower, Dark Continent: Europe’s Twentieth Century (New York: Vintage Books, 1998), 375.
10 Elster, introduction to The Roundtable Talks and the Breakdown, 3.
11 Paczkowski, Pół wieku dziejów, 551–554, 577.
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in a situation in which opposition activists did not have open ways of communicating with 
Western institutions and persons.12

Another difference between Poland and Bulgaria constituted the fact that when ap-
proaching the RT talks, the Bulgarian opposition had the example of the East Central 
European countries which had paved the path, one way or another. Both the BCP and 
the Union of Democratic Forces (UDF), the rather loose coalition of various oppositional 
organizations made use of the Polish model.13

In regard to economic development, Bulgarian economy, though at the time of events not 
so visibly as in Poland, was steadily going down. While the Poles had been living in the condi-
tions of an economic crisis for a longer time (and had consequently developed certain survival 
mechanisms), the crisis that hit Bulgarians in the winter of 1990/1991 was the more deeply 
felt and had that much stronger impact on the population for its total unpreparedness to deal 
with such a situation. People called this period “Lukanov’s winter”, after the name of alleged 
BCP reformer Andrey Lukanov, minister of foreign trade (August 1987 – November 1989), 
and prime minister (3 February – 22 August, 19 September – 30 November 1990).14 

The idea of negotiating with the Communist authorities in Poland was not embraced 
at once, neither was it accepted by all segments of the opposition. The appeal to meet and 
talk “without preliminary conditions” was voiced by historian Jerzy Holzer, an active mem-
ber of the opposition, in an open letter to Lech Wałęsa and Wojciech Jaruzelski, published 
in December 1987 in two papers – the oppositional Tygodnik Powszechny and the PUWP 
weekly Polityka, and in February 1988 Bronisław Geremek, known intellectual and adviser 
to the leader of “Solidarity”, spoke in an interview for Konfrontacje (the paper of the Patri-
otic Movement for National Salvation) about the formation of an “anti-crisis pact” with 
those among the PUWP leadership who were judged as the reformers in the party.15 The 
idea of such a pact was not new to the PUWP leadership, and there was evidence of this 
in the public appearances of some of them like Minister of the Interior Czesław Kiszczak, 
Vice-Premier Zdzisław Sadowski, and Secretary of the Central Committee of the PUWP 
Stanisław Ciosek). At the end of August 1988, Czesław Kiszczak offered publicly a Round 
Table meeting to take place. Meanwhile, a kind of “secret diplomacy” was being carried on, 
with Lech Wałęsa and Czesław Kiszczak meeting and talking matters over.16

12 See Roumyana Kolarova and Dimitur Dimitrov, “The Round Table Talks in Bulgaria,” in The Roundtable 
Talks and the Breakdown, 180.
13 Ibid., 185. About the way the Bulgarian public was being informed about the developments in East Central 
Europe by the Bulgarian media – Diana Ivanova, “Iztochnoevropeiskite revoliutsii ot 1989 g. (Polsha, Ungariya 
i Chehoslovakiya) i otrazhenieto im v Bulgariya” (PhD thesis, Southwestern University in Blagoevgrad, Bul-
garia, 2005), 240–282.
14 At the beginning of the post–1989 period, Bulgarian economy showed results much worse than the ones of the 
roughly comparable with it, in terms of population and territory, East Central European states. – See GNP data in 
Roman Frydman et al., The Privatization Process in Central Europe (London: CEU Press, 1993), 3, 41, 97; On Bul-
garia’s economic development at that time also Kolarova and Dimitrov, “The Round Table Talks in Bulgaria,” 181. 
15 Paczkowski, Pół wieku dziejów, 563.
16 See Roszkowski, Historia Polski, 399–400.
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In Bulgaria, as the leader of the “Podkrepa” Syndicate Konstantin Trenchev said in an 
interview for a foreign researcher, the idea of RT talks had been circulating among the op-
position for some time, before the government officially proposed the initiative. Trenchev 
explained that proposal in the following way:

“We went on a national strike, requesting the abolition of Party cell organizations in the 
workplace, the restoration of rights of the ethnic Turks, the right for free association of syndicates. 
I have to admit that we were restrained by our colleagues from the UDF, but nevertheless we 
started our protest action, which frightened the government and it then proposed a Round Ta-
ble. (…) I think that those two things – the national strike of the Podkrepa Syndicate and the 
protests of ethnic Turks – frightened the government. And it decided to act in this way to release 
the pressure”.17

Thus, in Poland as well as in Bulgaria, the concept of reaching some kind of agreement 
was contemplated by circles both in the Communist party and in the opposition. Neither 
side could boast unanimous support for such a step within its own ranks. In Poland, adher-
ents of the idea of RT negotiations in the PUWP leadership had to fight against opposing 
currents and even play the card of threatening to resign (as did Wojciech Jaruzelski, Czesław 
Kiszczak, Mieczysław Rakowski, and Florian Siwicki at the tenth plenary session of the 
Central  Committee of the PUWP in December 1988 – January 1989).18 Their Bulgarian 
brethren did not need to exert so much effort, as they were milking for all it was worth their 
leading role in the coup against Todor Zhivkov. Still, they went further than their Polish 
fellow–Communists, and organized, even while the RT negotiations were taking place, an 
extraordinary congress of the BCP, at which even the name of the party itself was changed 
into “Bulgarian Socialist Party.”

A point of special interest to the researcher is the comparison of the membership of the 
negotiating teams at the Polish and the Bulgarian Round Tables. As far as the representa-
tives of the authorities at the negotiations are concerned, the similarities are easy to see. 
Both the PUWP and the BCP were represented at the talks by the so-called party reform-
ers who had been doing their best to impose their views about the future on their more 
conservative fellow party members. In both Poland and Bulgaria at the “official” side of the 
table sat also representatives of the satellite parties – the United Peasants’ Association (ZSL) 
and the Democratic Party (DP) in Warsaw and the Bulgarian Agrarian National Union 
(BANU) in Sofia, as well as the pro-government trade unions. In Poland, members of the 
Catholic organizations, collaborating with the Communist authorities, were included. In 
Bulgaria the Communist Youth Organization, the Fatherland Front and other pro-govern-
ment organizations had representatives at the government side. 

17 Interview with Konstantin Trenchev, October 19, 1993 – Albert P. Melone, Creating Parliamentary Govern-
ment: The Transition to Democracy in Bulgaria (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1998), 52.
18 See Antoni Dudek, Pierwsze Lata III Rzeczypospolitej 1989–1995 (Kraków: Wydawnictwo GEO, 1997), 
22–24.
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Similarities can be found also in the way the members of the opposition negotiating 
teams were chosen. Some leaders and active members of the opposition did not support 
the RT idea itself, others were left outside the process by fair means or foul. Much has been 
said about the way Lech Wałęsa and his mostly KOR-related advisers alienated and isolated 
a part of the opposition.19 The Bulgarian opposition was much too young to have had a his-
tory of inner division, but it was quick to catch up on it. Part of the dissidents who fell out 
were, in the words of Petur Beron, Secretary of the Coordination Council of the UDF at 
the time of the RT, people who had been in prison, some of them “marginal people (…) not 
fit for normal life.“ These people, Beron said, “were pushed away very soon.” He recognized, 
though that “they were the original dissidents.” They strongly differed from the “communist 
dissidents, the so-called perestroikists”, who later claimed they had been responsible for bring-
ing about the changes.20

It is true that many, if not most, of the members of the young Bulgarian oppositional 
organizations came from the Communist Party, and a large number of them later returned 
to their political roots, some rejoining the BCP even before the start of the RT talks.21 
The opposition leaders with a communist past (and some of them also with a communist/
socialist future) have been the ones most often blamed for their part in subduing the mass 
protests, and stopping the impetus for immediate, deeper changes. Instances of that could 
be seen at the mass rallies in Sofia at the end of 1989, when speakers among the “commu-
nist dissidents” were appealing to people to stop protesting and go home.

The main argument used by both the Bulgarian communist authorities and the mod-
erates in the opposition was that too much protesting and demands for radical changes 
would bring to violence and the shedding of blood. It was not accidentally that the Bulgar-
ian National TV was transmitting all the time live the events taking place in Romania in 
the second half of December 1989. The Bulgarians were being warned – at rallies, by the 
media, in personal conversations – that “here it might happen in the way it is happening 
there.” 

The subject of the risk of events acquiring a violent character has been exploited as 
a warning so much and so often in the post-communist years that foreign researchers have 
even started to accept proneness to violence in political life as part of the national character 
of Bulgarians. One researcher has headed the first chapter of the part of his book deal-
ing with the Bulgarian RT “The End of Vendetta,” and in it goes back as far as 1878 and 
beyond, to show instances of violence and revenge. “There existed in Bulgaria a culture of 
violence,” he claims.22 Perhaps. Nevertheless, I cannot but feel somewhat suspicious of the 
reasons behind Andrey Lukanov’s assertion in the interview he gave the aforementioned 

19 Dudek, Pierwsze Lata Trzeciej Rzeczypospolitej, 12–13, 24–25; Paczkowski, Pół wieku dziejów, 563, 571; 
Roszkowski, Historia Polski, 396, 401–402; large fragments in Jan Skórzyński, Ugoda i rewolucja: Władza 
i opozycja (Warszawa: Presspublica, 1995).
20 Interview with Petur Beron, October 7, 1993 – Melone, Creating Parliamentary Government, 44–45.
21 See Kolarova and Dimitrov, “The Round Table Talks in Bulgaria,” 182–183.
22 Melone, Creating Parliamentary Government, 23.
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author, that vendetta was to some extent part of the Bulgarians’ national character.23 For 
quite a long time the threat of a Soviet intervention had been the trump card in the hands 
of the Polish communist authorities. The threat of a possible eruption of violence was the 
trump card played by the Bulgarian communists, both those in power and the ones who 
had evolved into members and leaders of the opposition.

A major difference between the Polish opposition and the Bulgarian one was the latter’s 
lack of experience. This transpired very clearly during the RT talks when the members of the 
opposition negotiating team allowed to be drawn into debates about matters as mundane 
as the way the future head of state should be called: “president” or “chairman” (to finally 
agree on the laughable “president-chairman”).24 At the same time, the opposition let the 
 government side win on the issue of an earlier date for the parliamentary elections,25 which 
was definitely contrary to the wishes and interests of the oppositional organizations. 

An extremely important difference between the RT talks in the Polish and the Bulgar-
ian variants concerns the role of the Church. In Poland the Catholic Church, though not 
officially participating in the negotiations, had a strongly felt presence in the whole process. 
This fact completely accorded with the place the Church had been having in the lives of 
Poles for a very long time and the support the clergy gave them in periods of hardship.26 
Time and again, the Catholic Church mediated between the communist authorities and 
the opposition. Two Church representatives were present at the Magdalenka meetings, and 
another three acted as observers during the RT negotiations. The preliminary text of one 
of the agreements (on the associations) was agreed on during negotiations between the 
Church and the PUWP, where “Solidarity”’s representative was a member of the Church 
delegation.27

Ever since Karol Wojtyła became Pope, the Bulgarian authorities had been following 
rather anxiously Church affairs in Poland. The BCP leaders were very critical of the fact 
that, in their view, the PUWP was doing nothing to reduce the influence of the Catholic 
Church on the Polish society.28

23 Ibid., 68–69.
24 Stenographic records of the proceedings of the RT plenary sessions, March 29 and 30, 1990, and text of 
the signed agreement, in Kruglata masa. Stenografski protokoli /3 yanuary – 15 may 1990/ (Sofia: Fondatsiya 
“D-r Zhelyu Zhelev” and IK “Biblioteka 48”, no date), 539–581, 582–617, 676–678.
25 Agreement on the Political System, signed on March 12, 1990 – ibid., 671.
26 Detelina Dineva, “Katolicheskata tsurkva, papa Yoan Pavel II i subitiyata v Polsha v nachaloto na 80-te go-
dini na XX vek ,” in Sbornik v chest na 70-godishninata na akademik Konstantin Kosev, ed. Roumyana Radkova 
et al., 106–112 (Sofia: Akademichno izdatelstvo “Marin Drinov”, 2009).
27 See Osiatyński, “The Roundtable Talks in Poland,” 26–32, 37ff.
28 Central Committee of the BCP, Bulletin No3, Information about the Situation in the People’s Republic of Po-
land, June 17, 1981, translated into English by the author, in Poland 1980–1982: Internal Crisis, International 
Dimensions. A Compendium of Declassified Documents and Chronology of Events, Prepared for an International 
Conference (Warsaw: Institute for Political Studies of the Polish Academy of Sciences, Washington, D.C.: 
National Security Archive at the George Washington University, Washington, D.C.: Cold War International 
History Project at the Woodrow Wilson Center, 1997), Doc. No 39.
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The Bulgarian communists did not have that kind of problem at home. Unlike ear-
lier times, when it had been a main factor for the preservation of the Bulgarian  national 
 consciousness, the Bulgarian Eastern Orthodox Church did not play the part of supporter 
of the nation during the communist rule. High-standing clerics, the Patriarch included, 
were being suspected of collaborating with the communist authorities. Understandably, 
this lowered the prestige of the Church among Bulgarians. This state of affairs continued 
even after the fall of communism. A journalist asked some time ago, having first reminded 
the readers of the former great deeds of the Church, a question many Bulgarians have asked 
themselves, “How many battles has the Bulgarian Eastern Orthodox Church led and won, 
together with its people, between then and now?”29

Initially, the government side wanted the Synod of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church 
as well as the Supreme Spiritual Council of Moslems in Bulgaria to take part in the RT 
nego tiations alongside several organizations, which were later presented in the authorities’ 
quota. Eventually, the representatives of the Synod and of the Council were invited to at-
tend as guests.30

Another issue which set the Bulgarian RT talks apart was the one of the ethnic Turks. 
Representatives of the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (MRF) had been publicly in-
vited to the RT by both the government and the opposition sides, but they did not take 
part in the talks. The problem of the policy the communist authorities had pursued in re-
gard to Turks in Bulgaria was put to discussion, but only at the contact group level. Though 
both sides at the RT agreed that there should be a ban on religious or ethnic parties, the 
Central Committee for the Elections registered the MRF. Both negotiating teams denied 
responsibility for the MRF’s registration, and the issue was not discussed further.31 Since 
then the MRF has often played the part of the much-needed partner for gathering enough 
parliamentary votes (first outside of and later within governments). This position has given 
it enormous leverage in political dealings as well as, in recent years, in economic ones.

When comparing the approaches to the talks and the decisions reached at the Polish 
and the Bulgarian Round Tables, several points stand out. 

At the beginning, the negotiating sides in Poland set about the talks with a rather 
limited purpose in mind. It was expected for the government to recognize “Solidarity” and 
in return to receive the Trade Union’s support for the envisioned economic reforms. As 
a consequence, the authorities hoped to be able to ensure economic aid on the part of the 
West.32 In Bulgaria, against a rather different international background, the developments 
in the country and the experience of previous Round Tables to draw on, the talks from the 
start included plans for the introduction of further-reaching changes.

29 E. Milcheva, “Da pochetem Boris Purvy”, Trud (Sofia), March 5, 2005.
30 Melone, Creating Parliamentary Government, 35, 52.
31 Kolarova and Dimitrov,”The Round Table Talks in Bulgaria,” 191, 194; Melone, Creating Parliamentary 
Government, 245–246.
32 Elster, introduction to The Roundtable Talks and the Breakdown, 5.
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The Polish oppositional negotiating team, though the first to embark on such a ven-
ture, seems to have been rather more confident and better prepared for the task ahead. 
Here, previous experience and the awareness of the unquestionably strong support of the 
larger part of the Polish society played an enormous part. At the Bulgarian Round Table the 
government side could always bring to the fore the professional knowledge and expertise of 
its representatives, against which the opposition’s evident inexperience of political dealings 
and lack of knowledge about the workings of the power structures transpired.

The decisions on the question of parliamentary elections, to be held in the very near 
future, involved compromises in both Poland and Bulgaria. In Poland, 65 percent of the 
seats in the Sejm were to be left uncontested for the communists, and only the members 
of the upper house of the parliament, the newly created Senate, would be freely elected. In 
Bulgaria, the debate about the kind of elections to be held, proportional (as was the wish of 
the opposition side) or majoritarian (preferred by the communists, as their candidates were 
much better known to the public) was resolved by deciding that half of the MPs would be 
elected by the proportional method, and half by the majoritarian one.33

Different agreements were reached in regard to the presidential institution. The Polish 
president would have strong executive power as well as exercise substantial control over the 
parliament. In Bulgaria, the opposition was in favour of a weak presidential institution as 
it was deemed certain it would go into the hands of the communists. Finally, this was the 
accepted variant. The country would have a weaker president and a parliament invested 
with strong power.34

The patterns of transition, approved of and adopted during the Round Table talks in 
Poland and later in Bulgaria, have since been having an enormous impact on the politi-
cal, social and economic development of the two countries. Judging by the quicker and 
substantial success reached by Poland in the period of transition (early far-reaching eco-
nomic reforms, earlier than Bulgaria’s NATO and EU membership), it would seem that 
it was only decisions reached at the Bulgarian Round Table and their consequences that 
could evoke severe criticism. And they have – both on the part of the general public and of 
political observers and researchers. The RT talks are said to have slackened reforms in the 
country. They have been judged as a “badly-written page” that has “poisoned the blood” 
of Bulgarian society. Many Bulgarians share the opinion, that “the perestroikists nipped 
democracy in the bud, replacing it with an opposition conceived in a test-tube.”35 Not 
surprisingly, the staunchest advocates of the RT decisions are to be found among the actual 
33 See ibid., 11–12.
34 Osiatyński, “The Roundtable Talks in Poland,” 56; Kolarova and Dimitrov, “The Round Table Talks in 
Bulgaria,” 200.
35 G. Manchovski, “Kruglata masa otrovi kruvta na obshtestvoto”, 168 chasa (Sofia), March 11, 1996; 24 
chasa (Sofia), October 11, 1998; A. Gruncharova, “Ivan Kostov: Petur Stoyanov shte zatvori napisanata losho 
stranitsa na Kruglata masa”, Demokratsiya (Sofia), March 5, 1996. Also large fragments in Petur Beron, Sini 
chovecheta, cherveni chovecheta (Sofia: Tsviat, 1993); Yanko Yankov, Dokument za samolichnost, vol. I-II (Sofia: 
Yanus, 1994–1995); Evgenia Ivanova, Bulgarskoto disidentstvo 1988–1989, Istoriyata se zavrushta 1 (Sofia: 
Libri politices, 1997), 36, 93–94, 98–100, 138–139, 155–158, 227–229. 
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participants in the talks, and by far not only those affiliated with the then ruling elite. They 
have repeatedly claimed that the way they chose of abolishing the previous system had been 
the only viable one.36

Despite the greater achievements in the period of transition, the RT talks in Poland 
have also been judged by large sections of society as having fallen badly off the mark. In 
regard to the consequences of the RT agreements, both immediate and far-reaching, politi-
cians in general and the “fathers” of the negotiated change of system in particular are ac-
cused of having played and continuing to play political games, of having allowed the Secret 
Police to “write Polish history”, of “having sold out” people’s ideals.37 

In both countries the negotiating sides are suspected of having made secret deals. The 
Polish Magdalenka meetings have been bitterly criticized and the debate is still continuing. 
Similar accusations of having led negotiations apart from and “under” the table continue 
to be made against participants in the Bulgarian RT.38

Consequently, in both Poland and Bulgaria, some of the most frequently discussed 
problems are the ones concerning the formation, characteristics, and policy of the new 
(or old-new) ruling elites. And the opinions most often voiced are the ones formed by the 
conviction that the RT agreements were structured in such a way as to lead to dependence 
on those political forces that constituted a continuation of the communist system.39

Thus, if we contemplate a researcher’s words that the RT negotiations could be per-
ceived in the light of being a school for the new political elites40, then we should acknowl-
edge the fact that these elites and their political practices have left much to be desired in 
terms of answering the expectations of their countrymen. The factors that acted to the ad-
vantage of Poland (Polish society being better “educated” in political resistance, the Polish 
Catholic Church being much respected, powerful and aid-oriented, and the West – rather 
anxious and willing to see through to the end the Polish experiment in replacing the sys-
tem) do not seem to change the nature of the assessment of the RT talks. They may just 
affect the degree of its tenacity.

36 Andrey Lukanov, “Istinskiyat demokrat ne mozhe da kritikuva Kruglata masa,” Dneven trud (Sofia), March 
15, 1996; Zhelyu Zhelev, “Myastoto na Natsionalnata Krugla masa v nai-novata politicheska istoriya na Bul-
gariya,” foreword, in Kruglata masa, 5–12.
37 Programme “Co z tą Polska?”, Polsat TV, January 27, 2005; Interview with Antoni Dudek, e-Polityka, Sep-
tember 28, 2006, http://www.e-polityka.pl/a.4143.d.0.Rozmowa_z_dr_hab_Antonim_Dudkiem.html; In-
terview with Jan Olszewski, The Sarmatian Review (Houston, Texas), May 25, 1997; Interview with Anna 
Walentynowicz, Polish News (Chicago), Issue 59 (1), March 2001. 
38 “Duet v muglata”, 168 chasa (Sofia), January 24, 1997.
39 See interview with Jan Olszewski; Interview with Antoni Dudek. 
40 He was speaking of Poland, but the same holds true in relation to Bulgaria. – Osiatyński, “The Roundtable 
Talks in Poland,” 31.
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Each country or group of countries, and thus the whole world would be unable to fully 
exist without access to sufficient energy resources. Energy and of course the various 
energy media took such a great global importance, that even the most advanced coun-

tries, without energy sources´ use cannot imagine their future economic growth. It is necessary 
to ensure regular, but in particular safe energy sources supplies necessary for further progress 
and development. Since the distribution of energy resources is not equable, majority of coun-
tries depend on energy sources´ imports, among them almost all the European Union (EU) 
member countries, what reduces their energy security and means their reliance on political 
and economic stability of foreign markets to be able to cover their continually increasing price. 
In order to increase the state of own energy security EU and thus Slovakia as a EU member 
state aim at formulating common energy policy, creating of pan-European energy networks 
and diversification of sources and routes of energy carriers to avoid potential crisis situations 
and excessive dependency on one supplier, which for the EU and Slovakia as well currently 
is the Russian Federation.

Starting points of the energy cooperation in context 
of EU – Slovakia – Russia relations 

European Union is a major player on the international energy market. Due to limited 
domestic resources insufficient to provide reliable and safe supply of energy EU is one of the 
world’s largest importers of oil, gas and coal. Oil production in the North Sea has already 
reached its peak, and increased natural gas production from this field cannot be expected 
either. For this reason, the EU does not dispose of its own internal resources to cover its 
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 growing energy demand. This means that EU will have to more increasingly rely on oil and 
natural gas from external sources, non-member countries.1

Due to the growing energy import dependency EU struggles to integrate energy as-
pects into all relations with third countries. The geopolitical aspects of the European en-
ergy policy remain within the competence of the EU member states´ governments and are 
considered as matters of national sovereignty. However the gradual integration of formerly 
independent energy markets to one strong bloc, together with the EU´s exclusive authority 
in the area of trade relations when it comes to commercial relations with the third coun-
tries, slowly pushes the issue of energy policy on top of the EU´s political agenda. Each EU 
member state creates its own energy mix and coordinates its energy policy. Even though 
EU as a whole tries at least to external partners from third countries speak with one voice. 
The need for common action in the energy sector increased reflections about to transfer 
energy policy within the EU political agenda framework. It does not mean doubting of 
individual member states own energy policies regulation. For the EU with 27 “national” 
energy policies, such a procedure appears as a necessity in order to ensure and enhance 
energy security.

Oil and gas are imported to Europe mainly under long-term agreements on supplies 
and transit. Long-term contracts were signed to secure the supplies of these energy re-
sources for the European countries. The aim of them is to assure steady gas and oil supply 
and a reliable market. As for gas long-term agreements typically contain a “take or pay” 
provision, which means that the customer agrees to pay for a certain minimum amount of 
gas even when a lesser amount was physically used. 

European Commission in 2006 introduced the Green Paper on Energy – “A European 
Strategy for Sustainable, Competitive and Secure Energy”2 which main objective is to ini-
tiate the creation of a competitive and safe for the supply of a common European energy 
policy, given the threat of high dependency on imported energy. Other important initiatives 
“Strategic Energy Reviews” from 2007 and 2008 represent a large energy packages aimed at 
boosting energy security. One of their main objectives is also stepping up efforts to develop 
effective external energy policy so that the EU is able to speak with one voice. This implies 
the need to deepen relations with key energy suppliers, transit countries and consumers.

The new EU strategy “Energy 2020 – A strategy for competitive, sustainable and secure 
energy” tries to consolidate the measures that have already been received and to create space 
in areas with new challenges for the next decade. It focuses on five priorities, namely: achiev-
ing an energy efficient Europe; building a truly pan-European integrated energy market; 

1 Lenka Kovačovská. “European Union´s (In)Security – Dependence on Russia.” Obrana a strategie, no. 2, 
(2007): 17, http://www.defenceandstrategy.eu/cs/aktualni-cislo-2-2007/clanky/european-union-8217-s-ener-
gy-in-security-8211-dependence-on-russia.html.
2 It aims to initiate the establishing of the energy policy. The EU member states are asked to do everything in 
their power to implement a European energy policy which has to be built on 3 core objectives: sustainability, 
competitiveness and security of supplies. In the Paper the Commission puts forward concrete proposals in 6 
priority areas for implementing a European energy policy.
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empowering consumers and achieving the highest level of safety and security; extending 
Europe’s leadership in energy technology and innovation; and strengthening the external 
dimension of the EU energy market.3 

Imports of energy raw materials from third countries to the EU account for more than 
50% of consumption, while the dependence on external supplies continues to grow. It is 
estimated that in 2030 the EU will have to rely on imports from 70% of the consumption 
of energy resources (including oil from 82% to 93% and natural gas from 57% to 84% by 
2030). An accompanying sign of the increasing import dependence is the fact that most 
global stocks are situated in only few countries. Furthermore, most countries from which 
the EU would in future be able to ensure its energy needs belong to the unstable countries.

Russian Federation is the most important partner as for oil and natural gas import to 
the EU. Its member countries are among the largest consumers of these strategic sources 
and represent 63% of Russian oil exports 65% of Russian gas exports.4

The visions of mutual energy cooperation development are based mainly on natural 
gas imports. While in 2002, the EU covered to about 20% of its consumption by Russian 
supplies, after enlargement in 2004 (of 10 new mostly Central Europe countries heavily 
dependent on Russian natural gas), the share of natural gas from Russia increased up to 
half of the EU total needs.5 According to most forecasts, the share of Russian gas on the EU 
imports will inevitably grow in coming years and thus its importance in mutual relations 
will increase as well.

EU – Russia bilateral relations are regulated through the Partnership and Cooperation 
Agreement (PCA), in force from 1997 for an initial period of 10 years. PCA is the legal basis 
for EU relations with Russia, regulating the political, economic and cultural relations. One 
of its main objectives is the promotion of trade and investment as well as the development 
of harmonious economic relations between the parties. Due to the expiry date of PCA in 
2007 it did not lost its validity but has been extended. However in order to reflect new 
circumstances in mutual relations and it means that the treaty is to be newly negotiated 
and formulated or the new partnership agreement (PA) should be signed. One of the key 
objectives of the new agreement is the harmonisation of the legislation and a development 
of a legal framework for the creation of a common economic space (CES) between EU and 
Russia which includes energy.6 

For both partners is reciprocally advantageous to boost and develop the cooperation 
and mutual relations. The mutual cooperation is jointed in many areas, nowadays mostly 
3 Energy 2020 – A strategy for competitive, sustainable and secure energy. Communication from the Commission to 
the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committe and the Committee of the 
Regions. Brussels: European Commision, (2010): 21. http://www.energy.eu/directives/com-2010-0639.pdf.
4 Elena Kašťáková, Peter Baláž, Rusko a perspektívy spolupráce s EÚ (s osobitným zameraním na SR) Bratislava: 
Ekonóm, 2009), 180.
5 M. Fabuš. “Hlavní dodávatelia plynu do EÚ.”Almanach: Aktuálne otázky svetovej ekonomiky a politiky. no. 1, 
2008, 91–104.
6 Anna Aseeva. “EU-Russia Energy Relations: the Role of International Law from Energy Investment and Tran-
sit Perspective”. Institut Europeen de L´Université de Genéve. Collection Euryopa. VOL.65–2011 (2010): 31.
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with energy sector, perhaps the most important field in mutual relations. However PCA 
does not include an energy chapter, therefore energy relating provisions should be included 
in the new PA, but its structural design is still to be negotiated and discussed.7 

The beginnings of the intensive energy cooperation between the EU and Russia are 
dated to the ´60s and ´70s of the 20th century when the oil and gas supplies from the 
former USSR to the European countries have begun. However officially a new phase be-
gan during the EU-Russia bilateral summit in Paris in 2000, when the Energy Dialogue 
between the EU and Russia was launched. The aim of the Dialogue is the development of 
a long-term Energy partnership between the EU and Russia within the framework of the 
PCA – to secure Europe’s access to Russia’s huge oil and gas reserves8. It is focused on oil 
and natural gas, cooperation in the interconnection of the EU and Russian electricity grids, 
and trade in nuclear materials. 

 It is one of the most important aspects of mutual cooperation, based on increasing mu-
tual dependency of the two regions. For Russia, as a country which economy significantly 
depends on energy sources export, are the EU member states the largest and also the near-
est export market for these sources, the incomes of their export make an important part of 
the Russian state budget. Through the Dialogue Russia secures its foreign investment and 
facilitate its own access to the EU and world markets. Export of oil and gas is for Russia the 
only economic area, where Russia can behave as an equal partner to the EU. 

For the EU, Russia has been, and continues to be, a traditional, reliable and significant 
external supplier of energy products to the European market. The EU has a key interest in 
maintaining and enhancing Russia’s role as a supplier of oil and natural gas. Strengthening 
Russia as a secure and reliable partner is of primary interest to the EU.

The current structure of the Energy Dialogue aims to ensure the close involvement 
of the EU member states, the European energy industry and the international financial 
institutions. Although the EU and Russia successfully cooperate in the framework of the 
Dialogue already eleven years, a real breakthrough is still lacking. Meanwhile, bilateral 
deals between Russia and separate EU member states still prevail over a specific European 
approach. However these create the base for cooperation, secure the supply and transit of 
oil and gas.

The Energy Dialogue is very important for the Slovak Republic, as the EU member 
state, because it is an area, where the position of Slovakia could have more meaningful 
impact. From the territorial point of view Slovakia is an important transit country in 
transport of the Russian oil and gas to the other European countries. Transit represents 
a significant source of income and balances its imports from Russia. Therefore, for Slovakia 
is very important to develop mutual cooperation with Russia, not only through the long-
term intergovernmental agreements, but also within the EU-Russia Energy Dialogue. 

7 Ibid., 31.
8 Russia holds the world´s largest natural gas reserves, one third of the world´s known reserves, the second larg-
est coal reserves and the eight largest oil reserves.
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The question of energy relations has become the most discussed problem of relations 
between the EU and Russia in recent years. One reason inter alia is the lack of a legal instru-
ment, able to solve problems and to stabilize relations. Article 65 in the PCA (dedicated to 
energy policies of both sides) talks also about “improving the quality and security of energy 
supply, formulating energy policies, building energy infrastructure ...”9 However, the article 
does not refer to the supplies diversification which is a feature of PCAs with other post 
Soviet countries.10

PCA has also established an institutional base of bilateral relations and defined a sys-
tem of consultation. Issues of energy cooperation at the highest level of summits to discuss 
the EU and Russia held twice annually. At ministerial level, energy ministers meet on both 
sides by Permanent Partnership Council.

However the definition of energy cooperation through the Energy Dialogue and PCA 
has also some shortcomings, which lead to the deterioration of cooperation: PCA is not 
legally binding and thus not very effective to coordinate energy cooperation; does not have 
such an institutional instrument to provide a secure oil and gas supplies and to address the 
problems related thereto; Energy Dialogue itself is not a platform that could solve prob-
lems resulting from different priorities and ideas of both parties, it just serves as a forum 
for discussion and cooperation in areas of common interest; and the separate issue causing 
tensions is Energy Charter or The Energy Charter Treaty (ECT) and its ratification.11

The Energy Charter, legally binding multilateral instrument that specifically deals with 
intergovernmental cooperation in the energy sector based on market economy, mutual as-
sistance and non-discrimination, establishes general rules for trade in energy materials, pro-
tection of investments in the energy sector, transit of raw materials and disputes between the 
signatories. Its signatories are obliged to allow the transit of energy in accordance with the 
principle of freedom of transit and not interrupting or lowering the fixed energy transit flows. 
Russia in 1994 signed but not yet ratified ECT. 

Russia has refused to ratify it because it would mean ending the monopoly of Russian 
energy companies, or the necessity to liberalize Russia’s energy sector. The main subject of 
disputes and misunderstandings is the Transit Protocol, the content and rules of which are 
under discussion. For Russia it would mean to commit itself to opening its system to for-
eign companies that would be free to carry energy raw materials of third countries through 
Russian transit network (mainly Central Asian and Caspian raw materials). Misunder-
standings predicate of different ideas about energy security and energy policy.

9 Agreement on partnership and cooperation establishing a partnership between the European Communities and their 
Member States, of one part, and the Russian Federation, of the other part. Official Journal L 327, 28/11/1997 
(1997): 58, http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2003/november/tradoc_114138.pdf.
10 Anna Aseeva. “EU-Russia Energy Relations: the Role of International Law from Energy Investment and Transit 
Perspective”. Institut Europeen de L´Université de Genéve. Collection Euryopa. VOL.65–2011 (2010): 32.
11 Lukáš Tichý. “Energie a bezpečnost jejích dodávek ve vztazích Evropské unie a Ruska”. Mezinárodní politika, 
no. 8, (2008): 26.
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A significant progress in negotiations on a new legal document has not been realized 
yet. It has not been determined whether the new PA should include a separate chapter spe-
cifically dedicated to energy, or what its content should be. Furthermore, it should be con-
sidered the relationship between such an “energy chapter” and a multilateral ECT.12 As the 
need for mutually agreed legal structure of economic and energy relations between the EU 
and Russia is obvious, A. Konoplyanik talks about 3 different ways to create such structure 
from which only one is realistic, namely: „on the basis of the existing, mutually acceptable 
‘common denominator’ that is the ECT. Only in this case will the Russia-EU energy space 
be compatible with the common rules of the emerging Eurasian energy market.“13

Also, according to European Commission President J. M. Barroso, the principles of 
ECT should be reflected in the chapter on energy in the new comprehensive agreement 
between the EU and Russia.14 The agreement should include all necessary aspects and rules 
that “should enable companies from both sides to gain reciprocal and equivalent access to 
energy resources, networks and markets.”15

The issue of energy cooperation is something that unites the both partners – the EU 
needs Russian energy raw materials, and so Russia is inherently dependent on the customer 
as the EU. Despite the positive and hopeful statements about the positive interdependence 
of both sides the indisputable fact remains that any particular party pursues its own (not 
common) interests that are not favorable for her partner.

The solving of the future energy cooperation between the EU (including the SR) and 
Russia appears to be development and adjustment of a new comprehensive agreement to 
replace the existing PCA, which will include a legally binding framework, built on the 
principles of the Energy Charter. 

Slovakia as Russian resources importer

In assessing the dependence on external sources of energy, individual EU member states 
are different. While some of them are relatively self-sufficient, have oil, coal or natural gas 
reserves and even export them, some are inherently dependent on their imports, especially 
from the third countries. Slovakia is one of the EU members significantly dependent on 
the import of crude oil and natural gas. At the same time it could be stated that is a world 

12 Andrey Konoplyanik. “Regulating energy relations: Acquis or Energy Charter? 103–107”, in: Barysch, 
K. Pipelines, politics and power: The future of EU-Russia Energy Relations. 115. (London: Centre for European 
Reform, 2008).
13 Andrey Konoplyanik. “Regulating energy relations: Acquis or Energy Charter? 103–107”, in: Barysch, 
K. Pipelines, politics and power: The future of EU-Russia Energy Relations. 115. (London: Centre for European 
Reform, 2008).
14 Kremlin.ru. “News Conference following Russia-EU Summit.” (Khabarovsk, May 22, 2009), www.kremlin.
ru/eng/text/speeches/2009/05/22/1419_type82915_216713.shtml
15 Andris Piebalgs. “Win-win cooperation is possible in energy, 53–57”, in: Barysch, K. Pipelines, politics and 
power: The future of EU-Russia Energy Relations. 115. (London: Centre for European Reform, 2008).
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rarity with its almost 100-percent dependency on the energy from one exclusive supplier, 
Russia. Almost 90% of its primary energy needs it provides by purchasing from outside of 
the EU internal market territory. 16 

Slovakia imports oil from 99% and natural gas from 98% of the total consumption 
from the Russian Federation on the basis of long-term intergovernmental contracts. Thus it 
is almost 100% dependent on energy resources from a single source. Besides oil and gas, 
Russia is the sole supplier of nuclear fuel to the Slovak nuclear power plants as well. There-
fore power industry is an important part of the Slovak economy in connection with the 
relations to Russia.

As for the crude oil, its supplies are guaranteed in volume from 5.5 to 6 million tonnes 
per year (Russian Blend Crude Oil Exported – REBCO) by the agreement in force until 
the end of 2014. Domestic consumption is covered by 3.2 million. tonnes. Production of 
oil processed in excess of domestic consumption, is intended for export. Slovakia thereby 
gains important resources to cover up to 85% of the total cost for initial purchase of pri-
mary inputs.17

Natural gas import from Russia is based on long-term supply and transportation con-
tracts with Russia’s gas exporter LLC Gazprom Export. In November 2008 new long-term 
20-year contract was signed establishing the terms of Russia’s delivery of 6.5 billion cubic 
meters per year of gas to Slovakia effective on January 1, 2009 and a simultaneous agree-
ment concerning gas transits for the same period, which provides for the overall transport 
of some one trillion cubic meters of gas (around 50 billion cubic meters per year). The 
agreement secures reliable gas supplies to Slovakia after 2008.

Orientation of Slovak economy on energy imports from Russia stems from the histori-
cal ties of the countries within the COMECON, transportation infrastructure build for 
the purpose of exporting raw materials from the former Soviet Union to the Western Eu-
rope, the relative geographical proximity and nevertheless from the huge Russian reserves 
of mineral resources. Energy dependence on Russia persisted even after 1989, reorienta-
tion of Slovak foreign trade relations and economic transformation. The fact is that these 
resources are the best in terms of prices and the existing infrastructure (despite various ef-
forts not much has been changed as for its structure) for their imports to the SR. However 
from the Slovak perspective the huge and growing dependency on Russian energy carriers 
(about 90% of imports from Russia) means rising costs associated with the settlement and 
represents a reason of implicitly long-term deficit of foreign trade balance of mutual trade 
with Russia.

16 There are certain minimum stocks of crude oil and gas indeed, but absolutely inadequate. The only signifi-
cant domestic energy source is lignite, which stocks represent about 79% of consumption needed to produce 
electricity and heat. Other necessary quantity of lignite and all of black coal is provided by imports.
17 Peter Baláž, Energia a jej vplyv na hospodársky rast vo svetovej ekonomike. (Bratislava: SPRINT vfra, 2007), 275.
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Position of Slovakia as a transit country

Although Slovakia in relation to Russia is in a dependent position, in territorial point 
of view it represents a strategic transit territory for transportation of Russian oil and gas to 
other European countries. Therefore Slovakia occupies such an important place in world 
energy trade. After Ukraine, Slovakia is the second most important transit country for 
transportation of Russian natural gas. It disposes of sufficient underground storage capac-
ity and transit and distribution networks. Thus the strategic importance of the country lies 
largely in the crude oil and natural gas pipelines, which traverse the country on their way 
to Western Europe. The advantage of Slovakia as a transit country, the profits from transit 
fees for oil and gas transportation through the territory of Slovakia. Therefore the develop-
ment of EU–Russia cooperation increases the prospect of use of the gas line transit corridor 
capacity and could rise into increasing transit capacity of oil. 

The dominant company on the Slovak natural gas market is SPP (Slovenský plynáren-
ský priemysel), its subsidiary eustream engages in international transmission of natural gas 
across Slovak territory to European markets. It operates gas transmission network in length 
of 2270 km. The annual capacity of the transmission system is more than 90 billion cubic 
meters, which equals roughly 15 times the overall domestic gas consumption of Slovakia 
and means the transmission of 20% of natural gas of the whole consumption in EU. This 
demonstrates how big role international gas transit plays in Slovakia. In order to safeguard 
uninterrupted natural gas deliveries throughout the whole year, SPP uses underground 
storage facilities with a total volume of approximately 2 billion m³. This covers the higher 
needs in natural gas during the winter period or for flexible compensation of natural gas 
and thus play an important role in securing its supplies.

The advantage of the transit network is also the nearby Austrian Baumgarten, an im-
portant junction of several gas lines. It is also the last point of projected Nabucco gas line, 
which is considered to be one of the possible instruments for diversification of natural gas 
supplies to Europe, and for reducing the dependency on Russian gas. There is an opportu-
nity for Slovak network to be linked up with it. 

A strategically important part of the Slovak energy sector is transportation and storage 
of crude oil pursued by Transpetrol by means of its oil pipeline network consisted from 2 
pipelines.18 The Druzhba pipeline’s route starts in Russia and continues through Belarus, 
Ukraine, and Slovakia to the Czech Republic. The length of the pipeline in Slovakia is 
506.6 km. The whole transportation capacity of the Slovak part of Druzhba is about 21 
million tons per year, but only a half is being used. The Adria pipeline starts in Croatia 
and continues to Hungary and Slovakia, where its length is 8.5 km with maximum annual 
capacity of 4.5 million tons per year. It is connected to Druzhba, however it has not been 

18 The only purchaser of oil in Slovakia is the refinery Slovnaft, joint stock company, with the 55% share on 
transported amount and with annual processing capacity of 5.5 – 6 mil. tons. It is the biggest producer and 
seller of fuels, with exports up to 80% of its production of fuels mostly to the EU members markets, belongs 
to the first ten most important exporters of Slovakia.
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used for a long on the Croatia to Slovakia direction, currently serves in the reverse flow for 
transportation of Russian oil to Hungary. 

Druzhba pipeline despite its unused capacity and emerging reports of its obsolescence 
(deteriorating technical condition) still has an important position in Slovakia; it is still the 
only viable option for oil transportation to Slovakia.

However yet more important is the position of Slovakia as the largest transporter of 
natural gas to the EU. According to S. Komlev, head of contract structuring and price for-
mation at Gazprom Export, for Gazprom Slovakia is the second most important country, 
a reliable business partner and an important partner for the transport of natural gas to 
Western EU countries.

And Professor P. Baláž adds that: “At present, this fact can be seen as a significant com-
petitive advantage generating broad development space and, ultimately, not only guaran-
teeing the greater certainty of supply, but also significant revenue for transit. As for the gas 
from the Russian Federation Slovakia is a major gateway to the EU…. It represents a stable 
path for natural gas for all countries connected thereto and also from a geostrategic point 
of view it plays an important role in global energy balance”.19

January 2009 gas crisis and its impacts

Mutual trade relations with Russia on energy were, are and remain a priority for the 
Slovakia and Russia as well. They are built on mutual trust; Russia can be regarded as a reli-
able supplier of its obligations under long-term contracts to fulfil and in fact met.

Nevertheless, there are some negative facts that doubt this argument to a certain 
extent. These are the not good bilateral political relations of Russia with its neighbours 
– Ukraine and Belarus. Both are strategic buyers of Russian raw materials and also their 
carriers to the Central and Eastern Europe countries. At the beginning of almost every 
year, mutual disputes (Russia – Ukraine, Russia – Belarus) emerge mainly on prices for 
Russian oil and gas, or their transport, which tend to result in a suspension of supplies. In 
February 2004, Russian Gazprom stopped gas supplies to Europe for a one day because 
of a dispute with Belarus; in January 2006 the situation was repeated with the Ukrainian 
Naftogaz, when a few days´ interruptions of gas supplies recorded in Slovakia as well. 
A year later for a few days oil supplies through Belarus were halted. Although these gas 
and oil disruptions have not been particularly dramatic in Slovakia (e.g. gas shortfalls 
were covered by underground storage facilities), in the eyes of European politicians they 
questioned the reliability of Russian partners.   The issues of energy security, reduction of 
external energy sources´ dependence, especially the high dependence on Russia have come 
at the forefront of bilateral economic and trade relations between the EU and Russia, and 
the talk of oil and gas import diversification has increased.

19 Peter Baláž, Energia a jej vplyv na hospodársky rast vo svetovej ekonomike (Bratislava: SPRINT vfra, 2007), 275.
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However the most negative case is the so called gas crisis from January 2009, triggered 
by a sharp conflict between Russia (Gazprom) and Ukraine. This surpassed the previous, 
because there was a complete cut-off of gas transit through Ukraine for nearly 20 days, and 
thus the supplies to other countries, especially to Slovakia and Bulgaria.

For Slovakia the gas crisis meant serious consequences, affecting almost the entire 
economy. Not only in terms of Slovakia’s position as one of the largest transit country, but 
mainly because of its heavily dependency on gas supplies. After the Netherlands it is the 
second most gasified EU country (about 77% of villages and towns are gasified) and the 
production of the largest industrial enterprises depends on the daily gas supplies. Given 
the possible collapse of gas supply state of emergency was declared, however later complete 
suspension and its unknown duration meant the declaration of restrictive gas consumption 
level, i.e. limited supplies of gas for about 770 major industrial customers. Several of them 
had to stop its production and suffered substantial financial losses.

In order to ensure supply for the most important sectors (households, hospitals, schools, 
etc.) available resources – underground gas storage facilities and emergency supplies from 
tanks owned by foreign gas companies were used. The crisis in gas industry transferred to 
the electricity crisis in the whole with the blackout threat. 

Given the critical situation and the failure of the Ukrainian side in the possibility of 
exchange operations for gas supplies from their tanks and expressed solidarity of the Czech 
Republic, Poland and Germany, for the first time reverse flow of gas from the Yamal pipe-
line through the Czech transmission network Slovakia was carried out. Gas supplies to 
Ukraine and then to Slovakia have been renewed after reaching and signing an agreement 
between Gazprom and Ukrainian Naftogaz on 20 January 2009. 

Although Slovakia is the largest Russian gas transporter in the EU, it showed that it was 
not ready for supplies disruptions and did not expected supplies suspension from Gazprom 
to its creditworthy and long-standing partners in the EU. It was the first violation of long-
term contracts commitments from the Russian partner in the long tradition of good busi-
ness relations. Thereby the image of Russia (especially Gazprom) as a reliable and secure 
supplier of energy and that of Ukrajine as the biggest energy carrier was undermined. 

The gas crisis showed how vulnerable the Slovak economy with regard to dependence 
on a single source and a single natural gas transport route is, what significantly affects the 
country’s energy security. Therefore, diversification of gas imports to Slovakia seems to be 
the main basis of preventing similar potential conflicts in the future. In this regard, Slova-
kia should cooperate with other EU countries, as most Western European countries have 
a diversified portfolio of oil and gas imports. Interconnection of European gas networks 
(and oil pipeline networks) in the north – south and from west – east. As demonstrated 
in the case of SR, is essential Solidarity between European partners, companies is essential 
(as was demonstrated during the crisis as for the reverse direction of gas flow).

On the other hand, in terms of reducing their dependence on Russian raw materi-
als, most of the Central and Eastern Europe countries of have done in this respect very 
little. In the case of gas crises in view of the undiversified supplies portfolio as the fastest 
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and cheapest solution for their part seemed to be “call for solidarity” from neighbouring 
countries or from the EU (e.g. mentioned reaction of Slovakia). However, this does not 
resolve the situation. In addition to diversification should reduce energy import depend-
ence should be reduced and here the solidarity of member states plays a role: “we cannot 
influence the price of raw materials, but we can lower the amount we need. This is where 
European solidarity would be in order: to support structural changes in all member-states 
that would lead to higher energy efficiency, lower energy demand and less dependence on 
energy imports from problematic countries.“20

At the EU level, the gas crisis also confirmed that the EU has not learned from previous 
situations, and highlighted the need to strengthen efforts in developing a common external 
energy policy, and solidarity between member countries and sources´ and routes´ diver-
sification should be its priorities. In addition, greater use of renewable or nuclear energy 
and energy efficiency increase in particular should be included among other measures and 
the coherence between the EU and its member states´ measures as well. As for the energy 
policy EU has limited competences, but the national responses to energy security are not 
sufficiently compatible with those of other member states or the EU as a whole. Therefore 
the EU should develop a “European concept for security of supply”, which would include 
tools to ensure coherence of EU and member states´ policies.21

Import diversification necessity to Slovakia and its impacts 

In the previous period, there absented a vision, strategy for developing the energy  sector 
in Slovakia, which would clearly outlined the priorities in the area for a longer period of time. 
Therefore, the Ministry of Economy in 2007 presented the document Strategy of Energy Secu-
rity for Slovakia until 2030 with its main objective of highlighting the need to ensure energy 
security of Slovakia, and suggesting a way to implement this need, including sources´ and 
transport routes´ diversification and network interconnection with neighbouring countries.

In order to reduce unilateral energy dependence on Russia it is necessary to ensure the 
supplies from other sources (countries) or through other routes. Unfortunately Slovakia 
has been persuaded about what consequences could arise from the situation of non diversi-
fied imports portfolio during the gas crisis. It has been confirmed that energy security is 
part of national security and threats to it bring more serious consequences such as military 
conflict. Therefore, the main objective is to achieve at least the primary energy security in 
order of sustainable economic development. Although the crisis reflected in the gas sector, 
there is also a potential threat as for the oil supply, as is likewise transited unilateral from 
Russia through Ukrainian territory.

20 Vladimir Bartuska. “First responsibility, then solidarity, 27–61”. in: Barysch, K.: Pipelines, politics and power: 
The future of EU-Russia Energy Relations. 115 (London: Centre for European Reform, 2008). 
21 A. Behrens. “Learning from the Crisis: A Market Approach to Securing European Natural Gas Supplies”. 
CEPS Policy Brief, No. 183, (2009): 4, http://shop.ceps.eu/downfree.php?item_id=1815.
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An important factor in deciding about diversification is the price or economic benefits 
assessment of energy carriers’ purchase from other sources. In fact, as for the price Russian 
oil and gas are currently most advantageous to buy. Slovakia is also interested in participat-
ing in projects that address alternative supplies of energy resources to European countries, 
including Slovakia.

In the case of oil sources´ diversification as prospective appear oil supplies from the 
Caspian Sea, Middle East and North Africa (Libya). In addition, it is necessary to take 
into account factors such as: technology configuration of refinery; qualitative parameters 
of oil (acceptability for the pipeline operator); price; and the international business and 
political context (reflect the interests of the EU as a whole, not impair relations to other 
countries).22

With regard to oil imports transport routes one of the possible diversification instru-
ments is the mentioned unused capacity of the Druzhba pipeline. Together with an ad-
vantageous geographical location and position in the European pipeline network it creates 
real preconditions for connection to the newly created transport routes. When taken these 
advantages, competitiveness of Transpetrol in the European oil market should be strength-
ened and the importance of Slovakia as a transit route for oil will increase. 

On the other hand, there are also options for reducing transport of oil through Druzh-
ba. This idea is supported by the Russian declarations of transport restrictions via unstable 
transit countries as Belarus and Ukraine, as well as new pipelines building. Capacity of 
Adria pipeline as an alternative to Druzhba is sufficient in Slovakia with the advantage of 
different types of oil to be carried. 

Priority project is to build a pipeline interconnection between Slovakia and Austria 
(Bratislava – Schwechat pipeline) by linking Druzhba to the TAL/AWP pipeline (Trans 
Alpine Leitung/Adria Wien Pipeline). However negotiations are still underway for an al-
ternative pipeline route, as the originally proposed was rejected because of negative envi-
ronmental impact. The main objective is not just the supply of Russian oil, but also the 
possibility of reverse oil transport to Slovakia in the case of crises from the Adriatic what 
would increase energy security. Another option is the connection of Druzhba to the Czech 
IKL pipeline which will bring another reverse flow of oil.

Under the existing real options for oil diversification the use of the Ukrainian oil pipe-
line Odessa – Brody is offered. Light Caspian oil from Azerbaijan could be transported 
through it, as Druzhba linked to this pipeline. However everything will depend on the 
willingness of Ukraine and Slovakia to mutual agreement. 

Strategy of the energy security of Slovakia within the alternatives mentions water road 
(oil transport on the Danube) and rail transport (from Commonwealth of Independent 
States countries) as well. Both options, however, require the development of necessary infra-
structure.

22 Ministry of the Economy of the Slovak Republic. Stratégia energetickej bezpečnosti SR, 2007, http://www.
mhsr.sk/index/go.php?id=3167. 
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Regarding natural gas, Slovakia is a strategic transit bridge, allowing to transport gas 
to the Czech Republic and Austria. Slovak transport network is an important part of the 
European gas network and a reliable and a safe transport route. In the case of increased 
interest it is possible to increase its current capacity with relatively lower costs compared to 
new projects. In terms of diversification proximity to major natural gas hub Baumgarten 
in Austria, which is a crossroad of multiple transmission networks is an advantage of the 
network because of the existing connection although capacity is not sufficient yet.

Natural gas transportation diversification to Slovakia represents more complicated 
matter than in the case of oil. It is necessary to strengthen the connection to the neighbour-
ing countries, primarily in the north – south, with Poland and Hungary. Until now the 
most concrete alternative to Russian natural gas imports appears to be ensuring a reverse 
gas flow from the Yamal pipeline through the Czech transit system, as it was used during 
the gas crisis.

Besides Russia to the main gas sources belong the Northern Europe – Norway, the 
Caspian region, Middle East and North Africa.23 Possibility to transport natural gas from 
North Africa (Algeria, Libya) will be the use of the planned terminal for liquefied natural 
gas (LNG) Adria LNG in Croatia. Seeing that it may transport Russian gas as well, it will 
be also a diversification of transport routes. Similarly, LNG terminal is being built on the 
Polish coast of the Baltic Sea. Anticipated sources of LNG should be supplies from Algeria, 
Egypt, Libya, Nigeria, Qatar and Norway.24 For using LNG terminals in the case of Slova-
kia it is necessary to map the transport routes and builds connecting pipelines in the north 
– south direction. Thus LNG is a new option for supplies diversification. Its advantages lie 
in the flexibility of supplies, possibility of covering peak supplies through spot transactions 
supplies and in  transportation costs, which are even lower from some distances than the 
costs on land.25

However as for diversification is not possible to decide independently (especially in the 
case of SR) to build links, but it is necessary to cooperate at the EU level. It is important for 
Slovakia to participate in projects of “European” interest. In terms of diversifying gas a pri-
ority for the EU is to build the Nabucco pipeline. Its main aim is in fact to limit the Union’s 
dependence on Russian gas. If the interconnection between Slovakia and Baumgarten hub 
will be strengthened, there would be the opportunity for Slovak pipeline network to be 
connected to Nabucco which in relation to the gas crisis became more important.

One of the possibilities of diversified natural gas imports is the Nord Stream pipeline 
which will lead under the Baltic Sea from Russia to Germany. In terms of diversification 
it’s only a change of route, as it will supply Russian gas.

23 Ministry of the Economy of the Slovak Republic. Stratégia energetickej bezpečnosti SR, 2007, http://www.
mhsr.sk/index/go.php?id=3167.
24 Ján, Klepáč. “How to Enhance Security of Natural Gas Supply in Slovakia. The New Gas Infrastructure in 
Slovakia and Central Europe in the Context of the New European Energy Policy”. International Issues & Slovak 
Foreign Policy Affairs, No. 4 (2007): 8–22
25 D. Horniak. “Zvýšenie energetickej bezpečnosti Slovenska”. Doprava a logistika, no. 4, (2009): 21
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For Russia Nord Stream is fundamentally new gas exports direction to the EU, bypass-
ing the customary transit countries – Belarus and Ukraine. Its implementation will enable 
to reduce Russian gas transmission costs, exclude any possible political risks and increase 
flexibility of supply. There is a potential option for Slovakia to be connected to Nord 
Stream´s gas by linking with the Czech pipeline system (through so called Gazela pipeline), 
when Russian gas would be supplied in the reverse direction, from west to east.

But on the other hand Nord Stream represents a potential problem for Slovak transit 
network. Although its construction is contemplated in connection with the expected in-
crease in Russian gas supplies to Western European countries, continual conflicts between 
Russia and Ukraine (or Belarus) doubt the transit corridor from Eastern to Central Europe 
and force Russia (Gazprom) to consider the diversification of its gas transport routes. Ul-
timately this can significantly disadvantage Slovakia in terms of reduced gas transportation 
through its territory.

However, Russia considers other routes of its gas supplies to Europe and thus devel-
ops a strong pressure on traditional transit countries in Central and Eastern Europe, for 
example possible extension of Blue Stream pipeline route from Turkey to Hungary, which 
currently supplies natural gas to Turkey from Russia’s Black Sea coast. The newest project 
planned by Russia’s South Stream pipeline. In terms of the EU as a whole construction of 
this pipeline can be a major step towards strengthening the security of energy supplies. 
South Stream will increase transmission capacity for the expected increase in imports, en-
able the European gas network enlargement, improve its flexibility and allow better link 
between Eastern and Western Europe.

But despite the diversification of export routes, the EU still remains dependent on Rus-
sia. As for projects, which should reduce this dependence, South Stream could be a direct 
competitor to Nabucco. Similarly, in terms of Slovak position is South Stream is a possibil-
ity for gas transport routes diversification, but potential competition for transit network 
(like Nord Stream) as well.

It is obvious that acquiring of shares in energy projects implies overall strengthening of 
each country’s position in Europe, not only on the European energy market, but strength-
ening of political power and reputability as well. Russia tries to get a bigger position in the 
European energy market by involving partners from EU countries to its export projects. 
Given the predictions of growing demand for energy in the EU and the lack of its own 
domestic resources, and efforts to diversify the sources and routes of energy supplies, it is 
only natural from Russia that it does not want to lose its positions on the European market 
at the expense of new suppliers, because energy exports incomes make a considerable part 
of Russia’s state budget revenues. Moreover, sharpening of the relations between Russia 
and transit countries force Russia to avoid them and to seek for another export routes. On 
the other hand, this affect stability of gas supplies from Russia to Slovakia, and to other 
countries of the EU, as well. Then it is possible to conclude that every gas pipeline, which 
will lead from Russia to Europe outside the territory of Ukraine, is a disadvantage for the 
Slovak interests.
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 However the impact on the traditional transit countries, like Slovakia, is not clear at 
this moment. It could lead to significant reduction of gas transit via the country. By putting 
a multiplicity of options on the table, Russia strengthens its leverage in negotiations with 
transit countries and pressures them into transportation deals favourable to Russia. It is 
difficult to predict, given the forecasts of natural gas consumption growth and the Slovak 
gas transmission system capacity. 

It can be stated that the ownership of oil and gas network is currently a competitive 
advantage of Slovakia in relation to other EU countries. It means ensuring energy security 
of supplies, thus the minimum amount of energy commodities necessary for the smooth 
functioning of the economy, industry, transport, etc. at affordable prices and at the same 
time a question of economic interest for Slovakia (profits in the form of transit fees).

On the other hand, it is necessary to add that the level of Slovak negotiating position 
regarding the use of this competitive advantage, maintaining or increasing of the strategic 
energy transit position, is not so strong that would allow deciding on her own. It depends on 
the Ukrainian transport network’s use, especially as for natural gas, and hence on Gazprom’s 
decision on a possible diversification of its supplies routes to Western Europe. Slovakia does 
not have options, which could affect the negotiations with the Russian side, in terms of its 
disputes with neighbouring countries. Its position in this regard to some degree could be 
strengthened by the construction of scheduled energy infrastructure, especially transit net-
work links with neighbouring countries (Hungary, Poland, Austria and Czech Republic).

In this regard, the Slovakia should participate more actively in energy projects of Euro-
pean interest, especially in terms of reducing unilateral dependence on Russia. This means 
actively engaging in the negotiation of a common European external energy policy (formu-
lation of proposals in its own interest).

Conclusion

Although the SR is fully dependent on imported energy sources, is also an exporter 
of petroleum products and plays an important role in Europe’s energy supply chain in 
the view of its geographic position as a key energy transit country in Central and Eastern 
Europe. Transit position particularly in the natural gas is crucial in relation to Russia, the 
main supplier of energy resources. Therefore it is important to maintain this strategic posi-
tion. It would be given a strong position on the European energy market and will foster 
energy security across the European region.

If Slovakia would not be active towards energy security, it would not be able to secure 
our competitiveness in other economic areas dependent on energy sources accessibility. In 
this point of view it could be stated that the location of Slovakia as a strategic transit bridge 
in Europe contributes to competitive performance of the whole Slovak economy.

Although there has been more intense talks at the EU level as well as in Slovakia about 
gas supplies diversification in connection with the gas crisis and an extremely  critical  situation 
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which arose in the electricity sector and affected the functioning of the whole economy, the fact 
that Slovakia is interested in preserving its strategic position (transit of oil and natural gas espe-
cially). Despite political undertone and the negative impact of this event on business relations 
between SPP and Gazprom Export transit of the same amount of gas remains the priority. 

To make the best of its strategic comparative advantage of ownership and even the 
operation of the gas transit network, there are some proposals what to do:

to maintain and further deepen mutual relations with Russia, strategic partner strategic •	
partner in the field of energy supplies, in economic, business, diplomatic and energy fields;
to endeavour at best to utilise the free transport capacity of the Druzhba pipeline and •	
to maintain or to increase the amount of the gas transited via Slovakia, in the transit 
fees point of view;
to seek possibilities for diversification of energy imports, particularly with the aim to •	
reduce the one-sided dependence on the exclusive supplier;
to behave more actively within the discussions about the intended common European en-•	
ergy policy and to support the EU´s endeavour to include energy issues to the “new” PCA; 
It should be emphasized that this is the chance for Slovakia to be more active in ne-

gotiating process, to present its national interests as a transit country and country, which 
is significantly dependent on energy imports from Russia. Slovakia should be a one of the 
leaders in the process of creation of this policy.

to be actively involved in the drafting and implementation of projects and measures •	
ensuring energy security of the EU as a whole (such as the Nabucco pipeline, gas net-
works interconnections with Poland, Hungary);
to build long term vision and strategic plans at the top (government) level to ensure •	
effective and stable solutions for energy security of the country in the future, taking 
into consideration the activities and strategic energy plans RF.
It´s obvious that for the EU as a whole the need for coordination of its own energy policy 

with the foreign trade policy through institutionalizing dialogues with producer countries 
(third countries) by using the existing tools, e.g. European neighborhood policy or its new 
initiatives, such as the Union for the Mediterranean or Eastern Partnership, is becoming 
increasingly more serious. Geostrategic approach to major and potential suppliers of energy 
resources as well as to the countries providing the transit of these resources seems to be the 
necessity. The role of Slovakia as an EU member country is not only to declare its support to 
these challenges, but also to be actively involved in their implementation.
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This paper will discuss the specific problem of self-government – samorządność – in 
the student milieu in Communist Poland. More so, it will show that this phenom-
enon provided generations of students with the opportunity to elude the regime’s 

influence which in some cases led to resistance and political opposition. Although this 
paper touches on the specificity of ‘student’ self-government, the idea of self-government 
was certainly not restricted to the academic environment. A demand for worker self-gov-
ernment had been put forward at different times during Communist rule and at present 
it is applied in local administration structures. But what these different applications have 
in common is that they signify not only a form of governance or management, but of 
group responsibility, representation and autonomy as well.1 The guiding principle of self-
government institutions – be it a council or an organisation – was to embody the will of 
its participants to take their fate into their own hands.2 This principle was problematic if 
not incompatible with the logic of the Communist system which was based upon a vertical 
centralised control of society. 

The notion of student self-government can be understood in different ways. As a form of 
representation of student interests it can refer to student participation on institutional levels 
in the higher education structure or denote the functioning of certain student organisations. 
Apart from enabling students to have their say in educational issues, self-government could 
also amount to the provision of scholarships and medical care and thus embody a form of fi-
nancial mediation. Furthermore, dormitories, canteens, clubs and bars could also fall under 
the principle of student self-government if they were managed to a certain extent from with-
in the student body. Above all, self-government was applied to all sorts of extra-curricular 
activity like sports, tourism, research circles and cultural movements.3 Finally, the phenom-
enon and characteristics of self-government evolved over time and this can be attributed not 
only to government interference, but also to changing generations in the  student milieu. 

1 Padraic Kenney, A Carnival of Revolution: Central Europe 1989 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 42.
2 Szymon Jakubowicz, Bitwa o Samorząd 1980–1981 (London: Aneks, 1988), 37.
3 “Socialist Union of Polish Students.” ITD no. 43 (1977): 16.
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Most importantly, student self-government constitutes a less confrontational and thus safer 
mode of activity for a student movement in a totalitarian or authoritarian context as it en-
tails to work for the advancement of the interests of the ‘student as such’.4

The concept of student self-government had a long standing tradition in Poland. Its 
origins date back to the second half of the 19th century and the foundation of mutual aid 
societies. The first of these organisations – which would become known as the Towarz-
ystwa Bratniej Pomocy (Societies of Fraternal Aid) or Bratniaki – was set up in Kraków in 
1866.5 Despite the absence of a Polish state or higher education structure this model of 
self-organisation was emulated in academic centres with significant Polish student com-
munities in as far as the local  circumstances permitted it. The creation of this kind of eco-
nomic ‘co-operatives’ can partially be explained by the effects of modernisation in the then 
partitioned Polish lands and the defeat of the last great uprising against foreign rule – the 
January insurrection. They addressed the rising  material needs of the students while simul-
taneously permitting a retreat from broader society into a distinct ‘student’ environment.6 
The Bratniaki enhanced student solidarity and allowed the student milieu to retain some 
degree of independence vis-à-vis the authorities and the rest of society.

Following the First World War and the foundation of an independent Polish state, 
the Bratniaki not only continued their activity, but expanded it to the national level to 
become the foremost form of student self-government representing the majority if not all 
of the student body. However, the Bratniaki – formally apolitical and pluralist in nature 
– gradually became the scene of political strife in the student community which led the 
increasingly authoritarian government to curtail their activity in the 1930’s. The national 
umbrella structure was disbanded and the societies’ activities became limited to specific 
academic centres and submitted to the supervision of the respective academic authorities.7 
Nonetheless, the self-governing function and some democratic principles – like elective 
leadership from within the student body – managed to prevail. By the outbreak of the 
Second World War the Bratniaki and the tradition of self-government had become deeply 
rooted in the Polish student community.

After the war, Poland became a Soviet satellite state and the Polish Communist leader-
ship evidently pressed for the establishment of a youth organisation to mirror the Soviet 
Komsomol. Thus, in early 1945 a petition was drafted to the rectors of the Jagiellonian uni-
versity and the other colleges in Kraków to create a Zjednoczenie Akademickiej Młodzieży 
Demokratycznej (Union of Democratic Academic Youth).8 The signatories of the petition 
4 Louis Vos. “Student Movements and Political Activism.” In A History of the University in Europe. 4: Universi-4: Universi-
ties since 1945 ed.Walter Rüegg, 283 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).
5 Marian Zgórniak, „Młodzież Akademicka Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego Wobec Wydarzeń Politycznych Lat 
1846–1866,” in Studia z Dziejów Młodzieży Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego od Oświecenia do Połowy XX Wieku. 
Tom I, ed. Celina Bobińska (Kraków: Wydawnictwo Jubileuszowe UJ, 1964), 135.
6 Czesław Kozłowski, ed., Słownik Organizacji Młodzieżowych w Polsce 1918–1970 (Warszawa: Iskry, 1971), 14.
7 Andrzej Pilch, Studencki Ruch Polityczny w Polsce w Latach 1932–1939 (Kraków: Uniwersytet Jagielloński, 
1972), 131–32.
8 Archiwum Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego (AUJ), S III 503, List do Rektora UJ dnia 4 IV 1945, 1.
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were Communist student activists who aspired the ZAMD to be no less than a unitary 
political student organisation.9 However, in the end this initiative did not materialise due 
to opposition from the Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe (Polish Peasant Party) leaving the Com-
munists frustrated in their initial efforts to bring the student milieu under their control.10

But apart from anti-Communist political opposition, an important factor impeding 
the Communist incursion into the academic milieu was the resumed activity of the Brat-
niaki which due to an extensive underground activity during the war had been able to re-
activate themselves in the wake of the German retreat.11 Moreover, the Bratniaki enjoyed 
the support of the majority of the student community designating them as the repre-
sentative organisations vis-à-vis the authorities. Due to the restrictions on political student 
organisations the Bratniaki – with their non-ideological prerogative – became a haven for 
Nationalist and Catholic student activists.12 This led the regime to target the Bratniaki as 
a ‘hearth of political reaction’ while its leaders were harassed and arrested.13 Simultane-
ously, the Ministry of Education ordered the postponement of any elections regarding the 
mutual aid societies under the pretext that the academic milieu was still in full reorganisa-
tion following the end of the war and therefore no elections could reflect the realities and 
needs of the then perpetually altering student community.14 Above all, the restrictions on 
university autonomy and student organisations that the pre-war Polish government had 
enforced were conveniently kept in place.15

As the Communists needed skilled cadres and a future elite to achieve their goals, 
higher education policy was therefore of the utmost importance to the regime’s long term 
success. From 1944 to 1989 the Communists never relinquished formal control over 
higher education in government. Moreover, during the first post war years and the Stalin-
ist period they undertook to ‘Sovietise’ higher education.16 A important aspect of this was 
the effort to dismantle the traditional university structure into vocational colleges.17 This, 
however, was never fully achieved although academic autonomy was further encroached 

9 Czesław Kozłowski, Związek Walki Młodych (1943–1948) (Warszawa: Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 
1978), 382.
10 Tomasz Biedroń, „Społeczno-Polityczne Aspekty Działalności Organizacji Studenckich w Krakowie w Latach 
1945–1948” (PhD Diss, Uniwersytet Jagielloński, 1981), 282.
11 AUJ, S III 505, Sprawozdanie BP SUJ w Krakowie za Rok Administracyjny 1945 – Sprawozdanie Prezesa BP 
SUJ, 2–4.
12 Piotr Mierecki and Bogusław Kiernicki, Pół Wieku Polityki Czyli Rzecz o Obronie Czynnej. Z Wiesławem 
 Chrzanowskim Rozmawiali Piotr Mierecki i Bogusław Kiernicki (Warszawa: Inicjatywa wydawnicza „ad astra”, 
1997), 133.
13 AUJ, S III 505, Sprawozdanie BP SUJ w Krakowie za Rok Administracyjny 1945 – Sprawozdanie Prezesa BP 
SUJ, 22–24.
14 AUJ, S III 523, List Władysława Bieńkowskiego do Państwowych Szkół Akademickich i Wyższych, 1.
15 Jan Walczak, Ruch Studencki w Polsce 1944–1984 (Warszawa: Zakład Narodowy imienia Ossolińskich, 
1990), 12–13.
16 John Connelly, Captive University. The Sovietization of East German, Czech and Polish Higher Education, 
1945–1956 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 45–46.
17 Ibid., 24–27.
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upon.18 Finally, the student community was to be brought in line with the regime’s politi-
cal aims and from 1948 to 1950 the Communists proceeded to eliminate the remnants of 
political pluralism in the student milieu by creating a single political youth organisation 
the Związek Młodzieży Polskiej (Union of Polish Youth) into which the then political stu-
dent organisations were to be incorporated.19 

While the political student organisations were submitted to forced unification, it 
proved harder to eliminate the strong self-governing traditions in the academic milieu.20 
However, the need for government aid to ameliorate the students’ dire material situation 
– which could only be partly alleviated by the Bratniaki – nonetheless forcibly provided 
a stimulus for closer co-operation between the existing student organisations.21 In 1948 
the Federacja Polskich Organizacji Studenckich (Federation of Polish Student Organisations) 
incorporating all the existing student organisations – both the apolitical and the political – 
was set up to further enhance this co-operation.22

Although the FPOS statute formally guaranteed its member organisations the possibil-
ity to continue their activity according to their own respective traditions, its aims neverthe-
less transcended mere co-ordination and common national representation.23 The FPOS de 
facto reduced the role and importance of the apolitical organisations and simultaneously 
limited their autonomy by enforcing their complete submission.24 A further politicisation 
of the student body was also envisaged as Communist activists began to penetrate the Brat-
niaki’s executive organs.25 Hence, the apolitical organisations were gradually brought under 
the control of the Communist regime. In 1950 the FPOS was subsequently disbanded and 
was replaced by a mass student union, the Zrzeszenie Studentów Polskich (Polish Students’ 
Association), a symptom of the increasing Stalinist Gleichschaltüng.26

Despite the onset of Stalinism, the Sovietisation of Polish higher education and the 
abolishing of organisational autonomy in the student milieu, the ZSP was nonetheless 
unique in the Soviet Bloc in its conception. Firstly, although it never had the same degree 
of autonomy as the Bratniaki, its sheer existence – albeit as a kind of student ‘trade union’ 

18 Janusz Tymowski, Organizacja Szkolnictwa Wyższego w Polsce (Warszawa: Państwowe Wydawnictwo Nauko-
we, 1980), 48–53.
19 Marek Wierzbicki, Związek Młodzieży Polskiej i Jego Członkowie: Studium z Dziejów Funkcjonowania Stali-
nowskiej Organizacji Młodzieżowej (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo „Trio”: Instytut Studiów Politycznych Polskiej 
Akademii Nauk, 2006), 29–30.
20 Tomasz Biedroń, „Tendencje Unifikacyjne w Bratnich Pomocach w Polsce (1945–1947),” in Zjednoczenie 
Polskiego Ruchu Młodzieżowego i Powstanie ZMP, ed. Zbigniew Jerzy Hirsz (Białystok: nakł. Rady Wojewódz-
kiej SdRP i Zarządu Wojewódzkiego ZSMP, 1990), 266–69.
21 AUJ, S III 523, Okólnik nr 1 Ministerstwa Oświaty w Sprawie Działalności Niektórych Typów Stowarzyszeń 
Akademickich z dnia 30.I.1946, 1.
22 Walczak, Ruch Studencki w Polsce, 47–49.
23 AUJ, S III 507, Statut Federacji Polskich Organizacji Studenckich (Warszawa, 1949), 2–3.
24 Archiwum Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego (AUW), AC/839, List do Komitetów Środowiskowych FPOS i Bratnich 
Pomoc, 1–2, AUJ, S III 507, Instrukcja w Sprawie Reorganizacji i Zakresu Działania Bratnich Pomocy, 1–2.
25 „W Bratniaku U.J. Jest Już Lepiej.” Po Prostu no. 5 (1948): 7.
26 Walczak, Ruch Studencki w Polsce, 60–62, Wierzbicki, Związek Młodzieży Polskiej, 280–81.
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– allowed for a certain organisational pluralism in the student milieu. Secondly, it was an 
apolitical organisation explicitly allowing students with differing worldviews to become 
members which stood in stark contrast to the ideological requirements of the Stalinist 
ZMP. Thirdly, its internal procedures were reasonably democratic in comparison to other 
structures in Communist Poland. Finally, the ZSP performed an essential service towards 
the student milieu – and thus continuing the work of the Bratniaki in a sense – through 
mediation in scholarship allocations and the organisation of extra-curricular activities.27 
The latter became significant with the setting up of student theatres and other cultural 
initiatives that provided for some freedom of expression under the totalitarian system.28 

Moreover, when de-Stalinisation swept through Poland in the mid–1950’s, both the 
higher education system as well as the student milieu were affected. In contrast to the im-
plosion and organisational collapse of the ZMP, the ZSP survived the turmoil of 1956. 
Following the intellectual and cultural liberalisation that ensued from the political ‘thaw’, it 
expanded its activity through student clubs and research circles. The ZSP was thus able to 
emancipate itself as an organisation where it had hitherto functioned as a ‘transmission belt’ 
for the ZMP in the student milieu.29 However, this independence must be qualified. The 
organisation kept aloof from political involvement and its activity certainly cannot be per-
ceived as being oppositional in character. Nonetheless, the ZSP played an important role in 
providing a limited sphere of cultural and intellectual autonomy for students to indulge in. 

Following the student unrest of 1968 the Communists moved to bring the academic 
milieu into line. Not only did the perpetrators of the so-called March events suffer from 
state repression, but a new law on higher education was enacted that severely restricted aca-
demic autonomy.30 With the personnel changes in the Party and government apparatus that 
followed the December 1970 crisis came a further inclination to ‘Sovietise’ the academic 
milieu. This was predominantly felt in the student community where in 1973 the regime 
moved to unite the existing student organisations into one single political student union, 
the Socjalistyczny Związek Studentów Polskich (Socialist Union of Polish Students).31 This 
exceeded the centralisation drive of the Stalinist period as henceforth there was to be only 
one organisation in the student milieu, which, additionally, was to be explicitly Socialist.

Although the SZSP formally inherited the traditions of self-government from the ZSP, 
its political imperative led to opposition from within the student milieu. In Kraków non-
conformist students from the Jagiellonian University contemplated a petition campaign to 
dispute the unification and disseminated flyers criticising the unification.32 Protest to this 
ideological incursion already arose in 1973 during the unification process itself, as some 
27 Wiesław Klimczak, Szkice z Historii ZSP (Warszawa: Młodzieżowa Agencja Wydawnicza, 1981), 41–62.
28 Jeffrey Goldfarb, The Persistence of Freedom: The Sociological Implications of Polish Student Theatre (Boulder 
Colorado: Westview Press, 1980), 25–29.
29 Klimczak, Szkice z Historii ZSP, 66–71.
30 Tymowski, Organizacja Szkolnictwa Wyższego, 78–82.
31 Walczak, Ruch Studencki w Polsce, 224–25.
32 Jarosław Szarek, Czarne Juwenalia. Opowieść o Studenckim Komitecie Solidarności (Kraków: Wydawnictwo 
Znak), 17–18.
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students contested the foundation of the new student union. Although the majority of 
the ZSP members accepted the proposed incorporation into the unified structure, a few 
dissenting voices were heard at the foundation congress of the SZSP. Although this did 
not in any way prevent the unification it did however aid to safeguard at least some self-
government features within the new organisational structure.33 

In two exceptional cases students tried to counter the unification by setting up their 
own initiatives. A first took place at Warsaw University, where students from the Faculty 
of Mathematics and Physics had vehemently opposed the unification. In their opinion the 
declarations that the SZSP would become an instrument of student self-government were 
false. Since the SZSP’s membership did not encompass the student body as a whole and 
the organisation additionally operated through a specific ideological prism, it could not 
provide the representative function implied in the principle of self-government.34 After the 
unification these students tried in vain to set up self-government councils of their own at 
the university.35 In Lublin, students from the Catholic University – a specific Polish anom-
aly in the Communist system – appealed to the Primate of the Polish Church arguing that 
the existence of a Socialist and thus atheist organisation on their campus was contradictory 
to their university’s mission. The appeal proved successful and – following the Primate’s 
intervention on their behalf – instead of the new student union a self-government council 
was set up to advocate student interests at that university.36

Despite the ‘success’ of the unification, the student milieu gradually came to oppose 
the new status quo during the 1970’s. Although this process cannot be completely discon-
nected from the general rise of opposition to the Communist regime, at least in part the 
dissent from within the student milieu was facilitated by principles of self-government. 
Thus, research circles at some institutes of history – for instance in Warsaw and at the 
Catholic University of Lublin – provided an opportunity to touch issues in contempo-
rary Polish history that were de facto political taboo’s. In some cases, existing institutional 
structures of self-government were used by dissenting students to ‘work from within the 
system’. At Warsaw University, a group of students organised a tourist club which was af-
filiated with the SZSP, but took on an anti-regime stance as it combined excursions with 
the dissemination of censored and émigré publications.37 

Finally, organised student opposition in the form of the Studenckie Komitety Solidarności 
(Student Solidarity Committees) arose from 1977 onwards following the murder of  student 

33 Włodzimierz Kalicki, „Daliśmy Świadectwo,” Politechnik, 30 XI 1980, 5.
34 Konrad Bieliński, Stanisław Krajewski, and Jacek Strzemieczny, „Integracja a Zjednoczenie,” Kultura 27, no. 
3 (1973): 79.
35 Jacek Czaputowicz and Antoni Łepkowski, „Niezależny Ruch Studencki w Latach 1972–1976,” Więź 34, 
no. 2 (1991): 123.
36 Edmund Szczesiak, Borusewicz. Jak Runął Mur. Rozmowy z Liderem Opozycji Demokratycznej, Legendą Sierp-
nia ‘80 oraz Podziemia „Solidarności”, Pierwowzorem „Człowieka z Żelaza” (Warszawa: Oficyna Wydawnicza 
Volumen, 2005), 80–82.
37 Andrzej Friszke, Opozycja Polityczna w PRL 1945–1980 (London: Aneks, 1994), 535–36, Szczesiak, Boru-
sewicz. Jak Runął Mur, 59.
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activist associated with the Komitet Obrony Robotników (Committee for the Workers 
Defence).38 These oppositional students attacked the SZSP on grounds that it could not 
represent the whole of the student community since its leadership was subordinated to the 
Communist Party establishment and ultimately would do the latter’s bidding instead of de-
fending genuine student interests.39 The idea to set up student self-government councils was 
subsequently brought up in Wrocław in 1978.40 In the following months students associated 
with the SKS there actually managed to set up self-government councils.41 This alarmed the 
SZSP which set up ‘year councils’ to counter the independent initiative.42 Above all, since 
these self-government councils were not recognised by the academic authorities, the impact 
of their activity was essentially limited to the struggle for their legalisation.43 

Following the wave of workers’ strikes in the summer of 1980 and the foundation of 
Solidarność, the issue of student self-government and academic autonomy came to the fore 
once again. Emulating the workers’ demand for independent self-governing trade unions, 
students founded independent unions of their own that would later result in the creation 
of a national student association, the Niezależne Zrzeszenie Studentów (Independent Stu-
dents’ Association), as a counterweight to the SZSP.44 The NZS put forward the demand 
for a new higher education law that would increase academic autonomy and pressed for 
negotiations on this issue.45

Simultaneously, students at Warsaw University set up a student self-government coun-
cil which was subsequently recognised by the university’s authorities to represent the stu-
dent community on the institutional level.46 The latter initiative was perceived as a form of 
representation that would be democratic in nature and covering the whole student com-
munity, while permitting the defence of student interests without the requirement of join-
ing an organisation with all the involved formalities.47Although both initiatives – the crea-
tion of an independent organisation and the establishment of a self-government council 
– referred to student self-government, the former flowed from a conflict strategy, while the 
latter necessitated a corporatist approach.48

All strategies and tactics aside, the struggle for self-government was thus about the 
empowerment of the student milieu to have a say in affairs that immediately touched them 
38 Henryk Głębocki, Studencki Komitet Solidarności w Krakowie 1977–1980. Zarys Działalności (Warszawa: 
Wydawnictwo PiT, 1994), 70.
39 Archiwum Centrum Dokumentacji Czynu Niepodległościowego (ACDCN), 373/1, Tezy do Dyskusji nad 
Niezależnym Ruchem Studenckim, 1–2.
40 ACDCN, 373/1, O Samorządach, 1.
41 ACDCN, 373/1, Komunikat Samorządu Studenckiego Roku Pierwszego 3.V.1978, 1.
42 Głębocki, Studencki Komitet Solidarności, 151–52.
43 Friszke, Opozycja Polityczna, 533.
44 Charles Wankel, Anti-Communist Student Organizations and the Polish Renewal (London: Macmillan, 1992), 
53–55.
45 Ibid., 62–64.
46 AUW, AC/946, Sprawozdanie z Prac Konstytuanty Samorządu Studentów Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, 1–2.
47 Paweł Kądzieła, „Samorząd Studencki na Uniwersytecie Warszawskim,” Więź 23, no. 11–12 (1980): 262–63.
48 „Autonomia, Samorządność, Wspólnota: Rozmowa z Przedstawicielami NZS,” Więź 24, no. 4 (1981): 83.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   83 2011-11-25   12:51:32



84 WEEReview i/2011

Tom Junes

as a group – like the election of the university’s Rector. Throughout 1981 the Polish stu-
dent milieu became especially politicised around this issue with two major student strikes 
spreading throughout the country. The first erupted in February on issue of the legalisation 
of the NZS, while the second started in October and lasted until December following 
a dispute concerning the re-election of the Rector at the Engineering College in Radom. 
However, the ratification of the new higher education law – which had been negotiated 
during the previous months – was pre-empted by the declaration of Martial Law on the 
13th of December 1981 and the suspension of all student organisations.49 

Nevertheless, a new law on higher education based on the previous year’s draft was rati-
fied the following year – remarkably with a provision for student self-government councils 
to be created at the universities and colleges.50 It is possible to see in this a contemplated 
strategy by the regime to pacify the student milieu as part of the envisioned post-Martial 
Law normalisation, but in reality those students who became active in these self-government 
councils emanated from the oppositional milieu.51 Furthermore, the NZS was declared il-
legal and disbanded, while the SZSP – in a bid to return to a status ante quo – re-invented 
itself as the Zrzeszenie Studentów Polskich thereby trying to return to the kind of student syn-
dicate it was before 1973.52 However, due to the student community’s general lack of enthu-
siasm towards the organisation and the fact that many of the latter’s formal responsibilities 
were taken over by the self-government councils, it was not able to regain its position from 
before 1980.53 In fact, the organisation’s membership was primarily constituted by former 
SZSP activists and therefore was treated similarly by the student community.54 Moreover, 
the new self-government councils became the scene of student oppositional activity.55 This 
lead the regime to modify the higher education law and restrict their role.56 This, however, 
proved counterproductive as it induced oppositional self-government activists to reinvigor-
ate the struggle for an independent student union.57 At the end of the decade a new genera-
tion of students that had come of age in the mid–1980s re-animated the NZS although this 
time their struggle not only embodied the demand for legitimate representation, but in fact 
spearheaded the process that led to the demise of the Communist regime.58 

49 Przemysław Waingertner, „Dekada Buntu Czyli o NZS-ie Lat Osiemdziesiątych,” Zeszyty Historyczne, no. 
133 (2000): 6–9.
50 Ibid.: 10.
51 Adam Mielczarek, „Twierdza,” Więź 31, no. 3 (1988): 139.
52 Tomasz Aleksandrowicz, „ZSP po Roku,” Pokolenia 21, no. 12 (1983): 51–55.
53 Wojciech Sawicki, Raport Kiszczaka dla Moskwy (Kraków: Biblioteka Centrum Dokumentacji Czynu Nie-
podległościowego, 2002), 61.
54 „Informacja o Sytuacji Polityczno-Wychowawczej w Ruchu Studenckim.” Biuletyn Informacyjny Biura Sekre-
tariatu KC PZPR no. 355 (1983): 54–55.
55 Sawicki, Raport Kiszczaka, 60.
56 Ośrodek Karta Archiwum Opozycji (OKAO), AO IV/253, Samorządność i Autonomia Szkół Wyższych Za-
grożona, 1.
57 Waingertner, „Dekada Buntu,” 11.
58 Łukasz Kamiński, „Młodzież w Ruchach Opozycyjnych 1980–1989,” in Młode Pokolenie Polski, ed. Barbara 
Rogowska (Wrocław: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Wrocławskiego, 2000), 36.
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Thus the problem of student self-government as a form of resistance against Com-
munism in Poland can be summarised in the following manner. Throughout its 45 years 
of existence the Communist regime had aspired to exert its control over the academic 
milieu in two ways: on the one hand by curbing the autonomy of the universities and 
colleges while on the other contemplating changes to the student organisations. Never-
theless, this policy fluctuated depending on the political climate and students managed to 
make use of the possibilities provided by the respective circumstances to escape or elude 
Communist incursion into their milieu – from cherishing minimal spheres of freedom 
to outright political contestation. In other words, traditions of self-government provided 
generations of Polish students with the opportunity to emancipate themselves from the 
regime’s interference. 
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The expulsion and resettlement of the Polish population of the Zamość Region 
of Poland begun by German occupation forces on the evening of November 27 
1942, was, with the exception of the Holocaust and the extermination of the 

Gypsies, an episode unprecedented in the annals of Nazi crimes in Europe. The “Drang 
Nach Osten,” the drive to the East, was part of a far reaching plan for the Germanization 
of Eastern Europe and was a basic determinant of German foreign policy.1 At its root was 
the German imperialism shaped in the nineteenth century under the influence of Prussian 
hegemony, now combined with Germany’s rapid  economic development and aspirations 
to European, and even worldwide expansion.2 This imperialistic idea was reflected in the 
German concept of “Lebensraum,” the need for German living space.3 After the assump-
tion of power by Adolf Hitler, plans were made not only for the invasion of individual 
countries, but also for the establishment of a “Neue Ordnung,” a New Order throughout 
Europe, after the victorious end of the war.4 These ideas were founded on pseudoscientific 
racist theories which were supposed to establish the superiority of the German race. 

The scope of German plans for the settlement of European territories located East of 
the Third Reich’s border before September 1939, and the methods of its realization were 

1 J. Gumkowski, „Wysiedlenia w Zamojszczyźnie,” in Biuletyn Glównej Komisji Badania Zbrodni Hitlerow-
skich w Polsce (BGKBZHwP), v. XIII (Warszawa 1960) 8.
2 J. Gumkowski and K. Leszczyński, “General Plan Ost”, in Straty wojenne Polski w latach 1939–1945 (Poznań-
Warszawa 1962), 7; A. Leśniewski and R. Nurowski, “Podłoże polityczne ruchów migracyjnych między Odrą 
a Bugiem,” in Ruchy migracyjne między Odrą a Bugiem w dobie II wojny światowej, v. IX of Studia i Rozprawy 
(Poznań-Warszawa 1960), 10–11.
3 The term “Lebensraum” was formulated in 1897 by the geographer Friedrich Ratzel (1844–1904), who stud-
ied the influence of land and natural conditions on relations among nations, expansion, and war. B. Mącior-
Majka, Generalny Plan Wschodni (Kraków 2007), 24.
4 J. Markiewicz, Nie dali ziemi skąd ich ród. Zamojszczyzna 27 XI 1942–31 XII 1943 (Lublin 1967), 13; J. Śla-
ski, “Zamojszczyzna,” in Życie i Myśl, 7–8 (1965), 109.
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described in General Plan Ost, General Plan East (GPO).5 There were two parts to this 
plan. The first part of the plan was likely composed on the cusp of 1941–1942 on the rec-
ommendation of Heinrich Himmler by the Reich Main Security Office (RSHA) and con-
cerned above all population issues in the Eastern occupied territories.6 The second part of 
General Plan East was prepared (on the recommendation of Himmler) by Professor Kon-
rad Meyer-Hetling, director of planning for the Reich Commissar for the Strengthening of 
German Ethnic Stock. The second part concerned legal and economic issues surrounding 
the colonization and Germanization of the conquered Eastern territories. Some historians 
maintain that these were two distinct plans. However, according to Cz. Madajczyk, both 
versions of GPO were component parts of plans by Himmler and his SS colonization ap-
paratus for Eastern Europe.7

General Plan East foresaw the colonization of Central and Eastern Europe over a span 
of 20 to 30 years linked to the expulsion, Germanization, and biological extermination of 
approximately 46–51 million people residing in this region.8 General Plan East was com-
posed of two phases. The first, the Small Plan (Kleine Planung), was to be implemented in 
the immediate future, before the end of the war, in lands taken to the east of the German 
border. The second part, the Large Plan (Grosse Planung) was to be implemented over 
25–30 years after a victorious war with the Soviet Union. GPO foresaw the expulsion to 
Western Siberia9 of 31 million (from a population of 45 million) people residing in Poland 
and Czechoslovakia, along with the population located in significant regions of the Euro-
pean portions of the Soviet Union, including Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, 
as well as the Crimea, and Leningrad. The border of the “Greater Reich” was projected to 
extend to the Urals.10

The authors of both parts of GPO worriedly pointed to the “unheard of biological 
powers of reproduction of the neighboring nations to the East,” and in the future saw as 
proper the application of negative population measures, by the use of all means necessary, 
including sterilization.11 Eighty to 85 percent of the Polish population was to be expelled. 
After the murder of the Jews, the next to leave their country would be the Poles, “the most 
ill disposed towards the Germans,” – as was noted by Dr. E. Wetzel – numerically the 

5 For further information on General Plan East see B. Macior-Majka, Generalny Plan Wschodni, 275.
6 This plan has not been found at this time. J. Kostiuszko, “Przyczynek do Generalplan Ost,” in Dzieje Naj-
nowsze, v. III, 1–2 (1971), 179.
7 B. Mącior-Majka, Generalny Plan Wschodni, 5–7.
8 Cz. Madajczyk, Generalna Gubernia w planach hitlerowskich. Studia (Warszawa, 1961), 93–109; “Program 
Narodowościowy Rassenpolitisches Amt z 1939 roku na ziemiach polskich,” in BGKBZNwP, v. IV (Warszawa 
1948), 135–171.
9 Siberia figured in German plans prior to Hitler’s coming to power. It was planned to send all undesirable and 
“in the way” persons there. A. J. Kamiński, Hitlerowskie obozy koncentracyjne i ośrodki masowej zagłady w polityce 
imperializmu niemieckiego (Poznań 1964), 296.
10 Cz. Madajczyk, “Polityka okupanta wobec narodu polskiego w okresie II wojny światowej,” in Problemy 
wojny i okupacji 1939–1944, ed. W. Góra and J. Gołębiowski (Warszawa, 1969), 58.
11 R. Hrabar, Z. Tokarz, and J.E. Wilczur, Czas niewoli, czas śmierci (Warszawa, 1979), 16.
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 strongest, and in light of this, the most dangerous of all the foreign tribes, for whom expul-
sion is foreseen. They are a nation which is the most inclined to conspiracy.”12

The Nazi plans foresaw the Germanization not only of the territory incorporated into 
the Reich, but also the five districts of Warsaw, Radom, Lublin, Kraków, and Galicia (from 
1941).13 These districts were designated the General Government. This area was recognized 
in a directive from Hitler as “a temporary Polish settlement” and a “colony of the German 
nation.”14 The General Government, like other areas recognized by Germany as suitable 
for settlement, was to be colonized after the war, in the course of 20–30 years. Plans for 
the colonization of the General Government and the European regions of Russia were 
prepared in the headquarters of Brigadeführer Odilo Globocnik, commander of the Lublin 
district SS, during the spring of 1941. This was tied to Hitler’s decision concerning the 
fate of the General Government. In March 1941, he decreed that this territory would be 
colonized within 15–20 years.15

On July 20, 1941, Himmler toured Lublin and Zamość. Shortly thereafter, he ordered 
Globocnik to work out a plan for the creation of a German region of settlement around 
Zamość. The name of the city of Zamość was to be changed to Himmlerstadt.16 The Lublin 
region was to become a purely German region of settlement.17

In November 1941, in order to carry out Globocnik’s orders for the first experimental 
expulsions in seven regions of Zamość, the Germans drew up a specific plan of action.18 Lists 
of residents and descriptions of farm holdings were prepared. Farmers were forced to deliver 
their quotas early or suffer severe reprisals. The issuance of identification cards to the Zamość 
population was suspended (the Kennkarte). During the summer and fall of 1942, villagers 
were pressured to sign the German People’s List-the Volkslist.19 Special anthropological com-
missions examined the population with the goal of finding German racial characteristics.20

While developing plans for the colonization, the Nazis prepared a series of instructions 
and decrees regulating the course and manner for the conduct of the expulsions and the 
settlement of colonists. In November 1942, on orders from Hermann Krumey, Chief of 
the Central Office for deportations in Łódź, a unit of this office was opened in Zamość as 

12 “Hitlerowski Plan wysiedlenia 50 milionów Słowian,” in BGKBZNwP, v. V (Poznań, 1949), 221.
13 Cz. Madajczyk, Generalna Gubernia, 107; Cz. Pilichowski, “Obozy i ośrodki przymusowego odosobnienia,” 
in Obozy hitlerowskie na ziemiach polskich 1939–1945 (Warszawa, 1979), 36.
14 Z. Mańkowski, “Hitlerowska akcja wysiedleń i osadnictwa na Zamojszczyźnie (model czy improwizacja),” in 
Przesiedlenia ludności przez III Rzeszę i jej sojuszników podczas II wojny światowej (Lublin, 1974), 17.
15 B. Mącior-Majka, Generalny Plan Wschodni, 205.
16 Okupacja i ruch oporu w dzienniku Hansa Franka 1939–1945, v. I (1939–1942) (Warszawa, 1972), 422–424.
17 J. Markiewicz, Nie dali ziemi, 16. This appeared in the Krakauer Zeitung of 15 July 1941.
18 These were the villages of Huszcza Duża, Huszcza Mała, Podhuszczka, Wysokie, Białobrzegi, Bortatycze, and 
Dulnik (Zamość county). Th e expellees (2,098 people) were fi rst held in barracks in Zamość, and later trans-The expellees (2,098 people) were first held in barracks in Zamość, and later trans-
ported to several villages along the Bug river in Hrubieszów county. They were told to seek shelter with relatives 
or friends. Their places were taken by farmers brought from Radom (who were of German origin). J. Mirski, 
“Wysiedlanie w powiecie zamojskim,” in Terror niemiecki w Zamojszczyźnie 1939–1944 (Zamość, 1945), 108.
19 Families who resisted were arrested and later forced to sign the declaration.
20 J. Fajkowski, Wieś w ogniu. Eksterminacja wsi polskiej w okresie okupacji hitlerowskiej (Warszawa, 1972), 33.
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was a transit camp for expellees (Polensammellager) based on an already existing camp for 
Soviet prisoners. SS-Untersharführer Artur Schütz was named its commandant.21

On November 12 1942, shortly before the start of the expulsion-settlement action in the 
Zamość region, Himmler issued order 17C for the description of the first area of settlement 
in the General Government.22 On the basis of this order, the Zamość powiat was recognized 
as the first settlement territory in the General Government. This region was to become the 
“new secure fatherland” for settlers from Bośnia; those Volksdeutsch who were under threat 
and resettled from the occupied eastern territories; Volksdeutsch and those of German an-
cestry from the remaining portions of the General Government, who, due to the difficult 
circumstances they found themselves in, or due to security reasons, had to be settled to a dif-
ferent portion of the General Government; other groups of settlers, who would be assigned 
to settlement in the General Government. One of the points of the decree noted that: “In 
this year until the summer of 1943, above all, the city and powiat of Zamość is to be settled 
by Germans.”23 The leadership of this action was assigned to SS-Obergruppenführer Walter 
Krüger, while the executor of the task was to be SS-Brigadeführer Globocnik. The central 
directorship of this action was under the control of the Department IV (Gestapo) (IVB4).

Even though Himmler’s colonization plans did not receive the approbation of Gov-
ernor General Hans Frank, Frank had to resign himself to the fact that the settlement 
of the Lublin district would occur. The deciding factor was Hitler’s attitude and the fact 
that Frank’s position was weakened after the arrest of Lasche, the governor of Galicia, 
and the discovery of misfeasance at Wawel. The decree concerning the coming expulsion-
settlement of the Zamość region occurred during a meeting between Hitler and Frank in 
Kraków, when Hitler presented to Frank his vision of the expulsions in the General Gov-
ernment, the goal being the swift Germanization of this region.24

Experimental attempts at expulsion and Germanization were planned to be carried out in 
the Zamość, Hrubieszów, Bilgoraj, and Tomaszów Lubelski counties, in the southeastern part 
of the Lublin district. The Zamość region’s geographic location in the south east part of the 
General Government played a fundamental role in its becoming the frontier region, as a Ger-
man buffer zone was to be established along the border of the future Greater Reich, separating 
its territory from the as yet uncolonized East, inhabited by “untermenschen” – subhumans 
and also securing the rear of the German Army fighting on the Eastern Front.25 This settle-
ment of reliable German colonists (mainly SS and their families) in the Eastern portion of 
the General Government would create a German pincers, trapping the Polish population.26 
21 H. Kajtel, Hitlerowski obóz przesiedleńczy w Zamościu (Biłgoraj, 2003), 14–15.
22 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS. Zbiór dokumentów polskich i niemieckich z okresu okupacji hitlerowskiej 
(red. Cz. Madaczyk), v. 1 (Warszawa, 1979), 167–170 (text of General Order Number 17C of the Reichsführer 
SS concerning the description of the first area of settlement in the GG).
23 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS, 169.
24 B. Macior-Majka, Generalny Plan Wschodni, 212.
25 Zbrodnie hitlerowskie na Zamojszczyźnie (Warszawa, 1968), 5.
26 J. Wnuk, “Dokumenty zbrodni hitlerowskiej,” in J. Wnuk and H. Radomska-Strzemecka, Dzieci Polskie 
oskarżają (1939–1945), (Warszawa, 1961), 142.
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The region was chosen for settlement in large part due to the economic potential of 
the land. The fertile soil of the Zamość region and the many farms located there were 
enticing to German settlers.27 Although there was no evidence of organized German 
 settlement in this territory in the past, the Germans referred back to a supposed “tradition” 
of  German  colonization in the region, as traces of German regional settlement dating from 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were said to have been discovered. The scattered 
German settlement underwent quick assimilation.28

On October 31, 1942, a plan worked out by IVB29 for dealing with the expelled popu-
lation of the Lublin district was sent to Himmler for his signature. It was foreseen that 
special educational camps for children up to the age of 10 (Kindererziehungslager), would 
be founded. Some of the children found to be racially valuable would be sent to the Reich 
for Germanization. It was foreseen that the age limit for the children would be up to 14, 
as children below the age of 14 could not be sent to work in the Reich. “With such a solu-
tion to the problem,” it was noted, “one can step away from the plan to place children in 
special educational camps, which have yet to be created, and the whole issue of splitting up 
of families.”30 It was feared that the transfer of children to educational camps would lead to 
further strengthening of the Polish resistance movement. The populace expelled from the 
Zamość region of Poland was to be divided into four groups according to “racial worth.” 
Groups I and II would include Polish families of German descent. These families were to 
be relocated to Lódź for more specific selection and eventual Germanization.31 In group 
III, Poles between the ages of 14 and 60, and capable of physical labor were to be exploited 
as forced labor in the Reich and to take the place of Jewish labor in the war industry. Poles 
between the ages of 14 and 60 in group IV were to be exterminated at the Auschwitz con-
centration camp. From the Poles in group III and IV, it was planned to separate out chil-
dren below the age of 14 and individuals over 60, as well as the sick and disabled, and place 
them in what were to be called “pension villages,” (Rentendörfer).32 It was undertaken to 
relocate these people: “The Poles were to be placed in existing villages and populated exclu-
sively by other Poles. Similar means were employed successfully in the Wartheland when 

27 The Zamość region lands were to be divided among worthy Germans.
28 In the 1930s the Germans conducted studies under the direction of Kurt Luck (subsequently a high ranking 
SS officer in the RSHA) which determined that 70 percent of the German settlers’ descendants underwent 
Polonization, 20 percent still saw themselves as German, and only 10 percent used the German language 
(mainly the elderly).
29 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS, 154 (telex from SS-Gruppenführer Müller to the Reichsführer SS 
with a proposal concerning the evacuation of Poles from the Lublin district in order to place Volksdeutsch 
settlers there, dated October 31,1942).
30 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS.
31 Some of these families were to be exploited on so-called “Z” farms, which were created by massing small 
Polish farms, until the arrival of the German settlers.
32 Zamojszczyzna –Sonderlaboratorium SS, 176. It was believed that only a small number of Polish children, 
whose parents qualified for groups III and IV, would be eligible for Germanization. Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlab-
oratorium SS, 154.
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Poles were driven out during the preparation of «special reservations for Poles.»”33 At the 
same time, it was noted that only a very small number of Polish children, whose parents 
qualified for inclusion in groups III and IV would be capable of being Germanized.34 The 
age limit for those children sent to pension villages was to be set a 14 years of age. Older 
ones were to be dispatched for forced labor in the Reich.35 

Initial estimates indicated that Group I and II comprised 5 percent of the populace, 
group III, 74 percent, while group IV, 21 percent.36 From the total number of 140,000 ex-
pelled residents of the Zamość region, it was foreseen to place 17,000 people (12 percent) 
in the pension villages.37 They were to be created in two districts: the Warsaw and Radom 
districts, mainly in areas formerly inhabited by Jewish families. This was noted in a telex 
by the Chief of Police sent to the Reichsführer SS on October 31, 1942: “In the Warsaw 
and Radom districts, places chosen for Rentendörfer establishment should be chosen from 
areas in which the Jewish population was expelled and the Rentendörfer families will be 
housed in sites formerly owned by Jews. The farming inspectorates have until the spring 
to provide them the land.”38 The telex further notes that “With the goal of Rentendörfer 
establishment, purely Polish village settlements will be chosen. There will be no new vil-
lages established. Families placed in Rentendörfers will receive housing and a piece of land 
(1/2 ha). In case there are still persons among them capable of physical labor, they should 
be directed to farm labor. They can even be used in the crafts and trades.”39 

The placing of the deported persons in pension villages was tied to the necessity of ensur-
ing that they would have the conditions necessary to survive. While presenting a solution for 
this issue, Krumey noted: “In order to maintain people in pension villages, they will need to 
be assigned some land on which they could provide for themselves. It seems to me that a col-
lective assignment of land would be the best solution. If people leave the pension village, they 
would face punishment, as would those trying to enter the village.”40 Transportation needed 
to bring the expelled persons to the pension villages would be provided by the General Rail-
road Administration for the East in Kraków. According to Krumey’s guidelines, such trans-
port would require a sufficient escort and enough provisions for those being transported.41 

33 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS, 154.
34 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS.
35 Instytut Pamięci Narodowej (IPN), Warszawa. Akta w sprawie „Zbrodni hitlerowskich w Lubelszczyźnie,” sygn. 
SAL–193/I, k.52–53 (telex nr. 197, dated October 31, 1942).
36 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS, 139–140 (telegram from SS-Obersturmbannführer H. Krumey to the 
Main Security Office of the Reich, concerning the evacuation of Poles from the GG).
37 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS. These numbers were approximated due to the lack of precise informa-
tion on the age of people in the GG.
38 IPN, Warszawa, Akta w sprawie “Zbrodni hitlerowskich w Lubelszczyźnie,” sygn. SAL–193/I, k. 54–55 (telex 
from the Chief of the Security Police and SD to the Reichsführer SS, dated October 31,1942).
39 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS.
40 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS, 262. (report by H. Krumey concerning the activities of the Central 
Resettlement Office from the beginning of the action to December 31, 1941).
41 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS, 175–179 (H. Krumey’s directives concerning the classification of 
expellees in the Zamość camp).
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In December 1942, even though the expulsion and settlement action had begun in the 
Zamość region, the issue of the establishment of pension villages had not been fully worked 
out. This was the case, even though there was agreement on the part of the Warsaw district 
governor and the subprefects in Siedlce, Garwolin, Mińsk Mazowiecki, and Sokołów Pod-
laski, concerning the planned settlement in these powiats of the 2,000 families expelled 
from the Zamość region.42 In addition, the negotiations dragged on between the Central 
Resettlement Office in Lódź and the Warszawa district administrators concerning where to 
place the expelled Zamość region residents. It was planned to place expellees on land east of 
the Vistula river, since placing them in powiats to the west of the Vistula would hinder in-
ternal resettlement efforts.43 At the beginning of December 1942, the commander of the SS 
and police in Warsaw decided that pension villages should be established in Siedlce county 
for 350 families, and for 150 families in the town of Łosice. In Sokołów county, a pension 
village for 200 families was to be established in the town of Wegrów, and villages for 100 
families were to be set up in each of the towns of Sterdyń, Kosów Lacki, and Stoczek.44 The 
establishment of the villages so close to the Treblinka extermination camp was deliberate, as 
the Zamość expellees were likely to share the same fate as that of the murdered Jews. 

Pension villages were also planned in the territory of the Radom district. In the  beginning, 
the regional police authorities agreed to accept 5,000 people, even though there was opposi-
tion.45 On December 17, 1942, the Pol.KO of the Kielce powiat received word that there would 
be expellees arriving (at the beginning of 1943) in the Kielce powiat from the Lublin district. 
The first transport, numbering 1,000 people intended for Kielce, Chęciny, and  Suchedniów, 
was to arrive in mid January 1943. Subsequent transports, with a combined total of 4,000 per-
sons, were to be directed to the Radom district between January 1 and February 1, 1943.46 

Even though there were some initial efforts made to start the pension villages, the 
project did not come to fruition in the Warsaw and Radom districts.47 Local adminis-
trative bodies in the Warsaw district expressed their reservations about this undertaking. 
The starosta of the Siedlce powiat, Dr. Franz Seemann sent an official letter to the gover-
nor of the Warsaw district, Ludwig Fischer, describing the creation of pension villages as 
 “unmenschliche Massnahme,” an inhumane undertaking.48 Fischer, who was opposed to 
42 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS 206–207 (SS-Hauptsturmführer H.W.A. Püschel letter to SS Ober-
sturmbannführer H. Krumey concerning the organization of pension villages).
43 Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS, 436 (letter to F. von Sammern-Frankenegg, Commander of the SS 
and police in the Warsaw District, concerning families expelled from the Lublin District to Siedlce County, 
dated November 26, 1943).
44 “Wysiedlanie ludności polskiej w tzw. Kraju Warty i na Zamojszczyźnie oraz popełnione przy tym zbrodnie,” 
ed. Wacław Szulc, in BGKBZHwP, v. XXI (Warszawa, 1970), 248–249 (telex from H. Krumey to SS-Haupt-
sturmführer Püschel concerning the appointment of sites as pension villages).
45 J. Kielboń, Migracje ludności w dystrykcie lubelskim w latach 1939–1944 (Lublin, 1995), 50; Archiwum Akt 
Nowych (AAN), Rada Główna Opiekuńcza (RGO), sygn. 1050, k. 75.
46 AAN, RGO, sygn. 1050, k. 132.
47 “Wysiedlanie ludności polskiej.”
48 Krumey did not pay attention to these reservations and directed that another transport be sent to Mrozy 
(Mińsk Mazowiecki powiat). Cz. Madajczyk, Generalna Gubernia, 152; “Wysiedlanie ludności polskiej,” 250.
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the Zamość region expulsions noted in one of his reports: “It has been found that the ex-
pulsion action has enraged the populace to such an extent that has not been seen in the past 
two years. All German agencies believe that the expulsions/resettlements, (although in the 
future may be an absolute necessity), at this time it is totally premature, as it is alarming to 
the populace. At this time, the main mission should be to make sure that there is absolute 
order and quiet in the General Government, which provides for the rear security of the 
Eastern Front. This is why, in this case I firmly request that all expulsions/resettlements 
be postponed until such time that there is a victorious end to the war.”49 As a result of 
such imprecise planning, transports with expellees which qualified for the pension villages 
(mainly children and individuals over 60 years of age) were directed to the Warsaw district, 
leaving them at the mercy of the local population. Everywhere where the transports ar-
rived, the local populace, recruited from all levels of society, did not fail in providing aid 
with a feeling of solidarity, community, and deep felt humanitarianism.

The first expellees were directed to the Garwolin powiat (Warsaw district) in December 
1942. The Germans, fearing the spread of typhus, started to move the expellees out of the 
Zamość transit camp for forced labor in the Reich. Some were also taken to Auschwitz and 
Majdanek. Three transports totaling 2,213 persons50, composed mostly of children and 
the elderly were directed to the Garwolin powiat.51 The first transport, composed of 605 
persons (including 275 children) arrived in Pilawa on December 10, 1942.52 The docu-
mentation shows that the expellees were to be placed in Sobienie Jeziory, and Parysów. The 
following two transports with the Zamość region expellees arrived in Sobolew on Decem-
ber 11, 1942 – 634 persons (including 283 children) intended for Żelechów. On Decem-
ber 18, 1942 – 974 persons (including 512 children) who were to be placed in Maciejo-
wice, Łaskarzew, Stoczek Łukowski, and Żelechów.53

Once the transports reached their destinations in the Garwolin powiat, the Germans 
had no further concerns with the fate of the expellees. Subsequent transports met similar 
fates, which in January and February 1943, were directed to the Siedlce and Mińsk Maz-
owiecki powiats, as again, the occupying power was indifferent towards these new arrivals. 
Two transports arrived in Siedlce with 2,044 people. On January 31, 1943, 998 people, 
mainly children and the elderly arrived in Siedlce.54 Siedlce was also designated as the final 

49 Raporty Ludwiga Fischera, gubernatora dystryktu warszawskiego 1939–1944 (Warszawa, 1987), 616–617.
50 Archiwum Państwowe w Zamościu (APZ), RGO, PKOS w Zamościu, 93, k.1; AAN, RGO sygn. 777, k. 10; 
AAN, RGO, 687, k. 220.
51 Report from the arrival in December 1942 of the first, second, and third transports of expellees to the Gar-
wolin powiat (dated December 21, 1942), AAN, RGO, sygn. 1050, k. 155–157.
52 AAN, RGO, sygn. 1050, k. 155–157.
53 AAN, RGO, sygn. 68, k. 4–22; Archiwum Państwowe w Lublinie (APL), Centralna Przesiedleńcza Policji 
Bezpieczeństwa – Ekspozytura w Zamościu (UWZ), sygn. 66, k. 2–20, 24–44, 45–85.
54 APZ, RGO, sygn. 93, k. 8, report of Marian Piesiewicz to the RGO advisor for the Warsaw District, dated 
February 21, 1943. According to the transport list, the following numbers of people were sent to Siedlce: 1019 
persons, including 86 children below four years of age and 236 children between the ages of 4–10 years. APL, 
UWZ, sygn, 68, k. 201.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   96 2011-11-25   12:51:33



WEEReview i/2011 97

The Expulsion of the Polish Population

destination for a subsequent transport, however it was directed to the railroad station at 
Mordy (located 15 km East of Siedlce), where it arrived on February 2, 1943.55 According 
to the transport list, it was composed of 1046 persons, including 271 families and 111 sin-
gle people.56 The majority of expellees were composed of children and the elderly. Among 
550 of the newly arrived children, there were 168 children up to four years of age, 210 
from 4–10 years of age, as well as 172 children from 10–14 years of age. While the trains 
were unloading, it was discovered that “due to an oversight by the transport director,” over 
half of the expellees in the transport were sent to Mordy instead of Łosice.57 In the span of 
three hours, the newly arrived were divided into two groups, after which those expellees 
assigned to Łosice were promptly transported there by horse drawn wagons.

The final transport arrived in the Warsaw district at the Mrozy railway station in the 
county of Mińsk Mazowiecki on February 28, 1943 and was composed of 1064 persons 
(including 462 children up to 10 years of age).58 The majority (601 persons) were directed 
to local sites in Mińsk Mazowiecki and they were placed among the local populace.

The transports with the Zamość region expellees, which arrived in the Warsaw district 
were escorted by Germans, but after their arrival at their destinations, the transports were 
placed under the care of the local Polish authorities. From this point, the German occupiers 
no longer cared about what befell the expellees. The responsibility of caring for their well 
being fell to the local population as well as the Polish Central Welfare Council. The Council, 
which offered assistance to needy Poles, was the only autonomous assistance organization 
permitted by the occupation authorities to operate on Polish territory.59 The Council provid-
ed assistance to those most needy with the cooperation of local municipal and community 
authorities. The assistance encompassed the supply of food, clothing, shoes, health care, and 
financial assistance. The priority of this organization was the provision of care to children.60 

The local Poles were extremely moved by the transport arrivals. After their prolonged 
multi-weeks stay in the Zamość transit camp, the condition of the expellees who arrived in 

55 APZ, RGO, sygn. 93, k. 9, 11, report of K. Bohdanowicz to the RGO advisor for the Warsaw district con-
cerning the situation of the Zamość expellees in the powiats of Garwolin and Siedlce; AAN, RGO, sygn. 791, 
k. 33; information concerning social services actions undertaken to assist those expelled from the Zamość and 
Hrubieszów regions, and directed to Mordy, dated February 16, 1943; AAN, RGO, sygn. 506, k. 94, report 
on the actions undertaken by the Pol.KO in Siedlce for the month of February 1943.
56 APL, UWZ, sygn. 68, k. 256–295.
57 AAN, RGO, sygn. 791, k.54.
58 APL, UWZ, sygn. 66, k. 154–191.
59 The Rada Główna Opiekuńcza (RGO) (Central Welfare Council) was founded in February 1940 in Warsaw. 
As of May 1940, its headquarters were located in Kraków. The chairman (until 1943) was Count Adam Roni-
kier, and subsequently Konstanty Tchorznicki. In the beginning, local branches were organized in counties 
and cities, but as of July 7, 1941, by order of the German occupying power, Polish welfare committees (Pol.
KO) were created. The Germans imposed upon the RGOs the responsibility to file monthly reports on their 
activities. B. Kroll, Rada Główna Opiekuńcza 1939–1945 (Warszawa, 1985), 76–77; AAN, RGO, sygn. 526, 
k. 192; M. Wrzosek, “Z  dziejów Rady Głównej Opiekuńczej w Generalnej Guberni,” in Studia Podlaskie, v. 11 
(Białystok, 2001), 129; E. Leś, Zarys historii dobroczynności i filantropii w Polsce (Warszawa, 2001), 92.
60 AAN, RGO, sygn. 526, k. 192.
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the Warsaw district was catastrophic. The extremely poor sanitation and lack of medical care 
in the transit camp contributed to their extremely weakened condition, especially amongst 
the children. Many people, especially young children, died during nightly roll calls held on 
the camp grounds, before they could be loaded onto the railroad wagons.61 Crammed into 
cattle cars, with no opportunity to relieve themselves, they often arrived at their destination 
in a state near death. The situation was made worse by the inhumane sanitary conditions. 
The immense misfortune which had befallen the Zamość expellees, now destitute, moved 
the local population to spontaneous offers of assistance over many months, even to the 
end of the war, and in some cases longer (child adoptions). The majority of children were 
taken in by foster families, while others found temporary shelter and care in local children’s 
homes. Children were placed in the children’s homes if their foster family situation proved 
to be unsuitable. Regional authorities directing the effort conducted interviews with foster 
families to establish relief objectives. During the interviews, particular attention was paid 
to prevent the abuse of children assigned to farm work, especially those assigned to feeding 
poultry and pasturing of livestock.62

Expellees, who were severely ill and in need of immediate medical care, especially chil-
dren, were placed in local hospitals or health centers. In the days following their arrival, 
many children were found to be suffering from pneumonia, measles, influenza, diarrhea 
and other diseases. At many sites, temporary health clinics or makeshift hospitals were or-
ganized. Difficulties were encountered due to a lack of basic tools, equipment, and sanitary 
supplies, which led to the spread of communicable diseases. Due to the worsening health 
of some children, those who were suffering from more severe illnesses were transported to 
hospitals in other towns. Some of the children were even placed in hospitals in Warsaw.63 

Although the Regional Welfare Council accepted applications from local community 
members willing to take children, or less frequently, to take in adults capable of work, it 
had difficulties in finding foster families for individuals who had no family and were inca-
pable of living independently, needed special care, or were elderly. Many of the residents of 
the Zamość region deported to the Warsaw district were over 60 years of age. Many had no 
children, although in some cases relatives or acquaintances from the same or neighboring 
villages could be found (grandparents, less often mothers or parents.). These expellees were 
not ignored and they, like the children, received aid and shelter with foster families. Some, 
in a few exceptional cases, were provided with independent housing. The limited housing 
opportunities in private homes caused a number of persons to be placed in social welfare 
sites which were already in existence or were newly established for this purpose.64

The difficult situation of the expellees in the Warsaw district was made worse by the 
ragged state of their clothing at this stage of the war, when market prices were exorbitant 

61 IPN Lublin, Zbrodnie na Zamojszczyźnie, 1/10/3, t. 2, k. 115.
62 AAN, RGO, sygn. 777, k. 26; AAN, RGO, sygn. 791, k. 80 i n.
63 As late as December 1942, 41 ill children were transported to Warsaw from Stoczek Łukowski. Warsaw hospi-
tals also accepted children from other parts of the district. AAN, RGO, sygn. 687, k. 225; sygn. 787, k. 185).
64 AAN, RGO, sygn. 791, k. 53; sygn. 687, k. 224.
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and minimal ration allotments only partially satisfied basic needs. The Regional Welfare 
Councils supplied some of the foodstuffs needed by the expellees. The provision of food 
rations, clothing, and shoes in light of extremely difficult supply conditions enabled the 
children to attend schools. Many could not attend school due to a lack of shoes. Special 
kitchens could provide for only some of the expellees needs. In spring, 1943, faced with 
a shortage of food supplies and a growing refusal of the local population to meet requests 
from individuals and families for food, some expellees in Garwolin resorted to begging. 
Begging became common in particular among children. The elderly also resorted to beg-
ging as they were incapable of work due to their physical state.65 Adult expellees, who had 
very little or no means at their disposal found themselves in especially dire straits. From 
spring until the fall of 1943, those capable of work had the opportunity to gain additional 
funds and food products. Expellees capable of physical labor were employed at local farms 
or in seasonal work, including the building of roads, picking fruit, and digging peat.66 
Thanks to the intervention of the Central Welfare Council, many craftsmen were guaran-
teed positions in workshops.67

Even though the majority of counties came through with assistance for those expelled 
from the Zamość region, the community was exhausted due to the ongoing war and was 
not capable of guaranteeing long term assistance.68 In light of this, the assistance provided 
by the residents of Warsaw became extremely important. Private citizens as well as vari-
ous institutions and business enterprises founded children’s care and support groups for 
the displaced/expellee children. In March 1943, the Warsaw district had nine functioning 
children’s care and support groups.69 They were founded, by, amongst others, employees 
of the Warsaw municipal government, the Społem Association of Food Processors, bank-
ers from the town of Łaskarzew, employees of the Blast Furnace and Ostrowieckie Plants 
Joint Stock Company, Pfeiffer and Temper, workers of the PZUW and ZUS, Haberbusch 
and Schiele, and Philips.70 In addition to making voluntary donations to orphans, the rep-
resentatives of the children’s care and support groups provided food, clothing, shoes, and 
other necessary items. The RGOs and children’s care and support groups were supported 
until the outbreak of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising.

General Plan East decided the fate of the population in the Zamość region. Residents 
of the Zamość region shared the fate of prisoners of the concentration camp at Auschwitz71 

65 AAN, RGO, sygn. 777, k. 90.
66 AAN, RGO, k. 190, 204, 394.
67 AAN, RGO, sygn. 787, k. 240; sygn. 791, k. 77–78.
68 The rural population had to also make mandatory crop contributions to the occupying authorities, which 
rose from year to year.
69 In March 1943, there were 4,400 people in the Warsaw district who had been expelled from the Zamość 
region. This included 2,700 children. AAN, RGO, sygn. 687.
70 AAN, RGO, sygn. 687, k. 191–195; sygn 1050, k. 130. 
71 H. Kubica, Zagłada w KL Auschwitz Polaków wysiedlonych z Zamojszczyzny w latach 1942–1943 (Oświęcim-
Warszawa, 2004), 19–20, 28–30.
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and Majdanek72 or they were taken away for forced labor in the Reich.73 A different fate 
befell those directed to the Warsaw district, where, thanks to the determination and de-
votion of the local populace, lives were saved, even though the Warsaw district residents 
themselves were impoverished and harassed by the German occupiers. The majority of 
the expellees began to gradually leave the Warsaw district for their homes in the summer 
of 1944, after these areas were liberated from German occupation. Many of the expellees 
remained in the Warsaw  district until the end of the Second World War. These were mainly 
orphans, who during the war, lost their closest family members, or they were children of 
forced laborers taken to Germany, who were awaiting the return of their mother, father, or 
both parents. After the end of the war, Poland granted these children the honorary status 
of “Children of Zamość” – “Dzieci Zamojszczyzny”.

•

72 J. Kiełboń, Wysiedleńcy z Zamojszczyzny w obozie koncentracyjnym na Majdanku 1943 (Lublin, 2006), 9–10.
73 From the start of the expulsion action in the Zamość region until December 31, 1942, 1,310 persons were 
sent to Berlin from the Zamość transit camp for forced labor (in four transports). Two transports were sent to 
Berlin with 285 persons who were qualified for Germanization. Zamojszczyzna-Sonderlaboratorium SS, 261.
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Democracy has three main meanings that appeal to the democratic imperative 
frequently conflate. First most obviously, democracy is a form of government 
characterized by institutions, rights and practices designed to give people a say in 

how their community’s political affairs are run. Secondly, democracy refers to the underly-
ing values, notably freedom and equality and being define as a fair scheme of cooperation 
between formally equal people. Finally, democracy denotes a decision-making process, of-
ten identified with majority rule that applies to group irrespective of their scope and aims, 
and so extends beyond the political sphere.1

Democratic values have been fundamental for European history, culture and devel-
opment. After the collapse of the Berlin Wall (1989) and Soviet Union (1991) as well, 
there was an opportunity to promote this values in the Central and Eastern Europe. The 
optimism that has sparked then was not born out in practice, in particular in the democ-
racies in the former Soviet Union, which have faced numerous setbacks and hardship 
since then. 

Eastern policy of the European Union (EU) means policy toward countries of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This region is not uniform but the basic 
philosophy behind European Union policy toward this countries has been a strong willing-
ness to engage in a relationship enabling the development of this countries as a European 
countries with a strong civil society, a strengthening democracy, the rule of law and the 
functioning market economy. This is a clear message to this counties which has a formal, 
institutional background in Treaty of the European Union, and instruments of the Com-
mon Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), including European Neighbourhood Policy.

1 Richard Bellamy, Dario Castiglione, “The uses of democracy. Reflection on European democratic deficit”, 
in Democracy in the European Union. Integration through deliberation, (London and New York: Routledge, 
2001), 70–71.
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Formal basis

The Treaty on European Union (TEU) concluded in Maastricht in February 1992 reaf-
firms in Article 6 that the European Union (EU) ‘is founded on the principles of liberty, de-
mocracy, respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and the rule of law, principles 
which are common to the Member States’.2 In addition, it introduces in Article 7 a mecha-
nism designed to punish serious and persistent violations of human rights by Member 
States of the European Union. The Treaty of Nice, concluded in December 2000, further 
strengthened this mechanism. It also extended the objective of promoting human rights 
and fundamental freedoms to development cooperation and to all other forms of coopera-
tion with third countries in accordance with Articles 177 to 181 of the Treaty establishing 
the European Communities (EC Treaty), with says ‘Community policy in this area shall 
contribute to the general objective of developing and consolidating democracy and the rule 
of law, and to that of respecting human rights and fundamental freedoms’.3 The democratic 
values were also fundamental in the next document – the Lisbon Treaty, which was signed 
on 13 December 2007 and which entered into force on 1 December 2009. It strengthen the 
democracy by giving to nations of EU “the initiative of inviting the European Commission, 
within the framework of its powers, to submit any appropriate proposal on matters where 
citizens consider that a legal act of the Union is required for the purpose of implementing 
the Treaties” (Article 11, 4).4 The document defined the future role of the European Union 
in the world: “In its relations with the wider world, the Union shall uphold and promote its 
values and interests and contribute to the protection of its citizens” (Article 3, 5). “The Lis-
bon Treaty contains an extended catalogue of common values and ambitious normative 
aims which characterize the EU internally and which it seeks to promote externally (…)The 
emphasis of the norms and values inherent in the European construction are thus presented 
as possible ‘exports’ which shall be promoted internationally. The EU identifies itself not 
only as an economic community but also as a ‘civilian power’, which could contribute to the 
normative ‘Europeanisation’ of the rest of the world’.5

European Union wants to promote democratic values not only in the Member States 
but also in the third countries. Democracy was put on the first place as the most important 
principle in cooperation with the World. In Article 21 Lisbon Treaty can be read: “Union’s 
action on the international scene shall be guided by the principles which have inspired its 
own creation, development and enlargement, and which it seeks to advance in the wider 
2 TREATY ON EUROPEAN UNION, (signed in Maastricht on 7 February 1992), consolidated version, http://
europa.eu/eur-lex/en/treaties/selected/livre102.html
3 TREATY ESTABLISHING THE EUROPEAN COMMUNITY, (signed in Rome 27 March 1957), consoli-
dated version, http://europa.eu/eur-lex/en/treaties/selected/livre242.html
4 Consolidated versions of the Treaty on European Union and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
, Lisbon Treaty, “Official Journal of the European Union”, C 83, Volume 53, 30 March 2010 http://eur-lex.
europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:083:FULL:EN:PDF
5 Wolfgang Wessels, Franziska Bopp, “The Institutional Architecture of CFSP after the Lisbon Treaty – Constitu-
tional breakthrough or challenges ahead?”, Research Paper No. 10, June 2008, Chalenge Liberty and Security, 1–12.
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world: democracy, the rule of law, the universality and indivisibility of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms, respect for human dignity, the principles of equality and solidarity, 
and respect for the principles of the United Nations Charter and international law”.6 

It is interesting that in opinion pools in 2006 a broad majority of EU citizens believe 
that EU assistance to neighbouring countries can serve to extend peace and democracy beyond 
the EU’s borders.7 Respondents consider human rights, peace and democracy to be the 
key values that one represent the best by European Union. Sharing common values with 
neighbouring countries could simplify relations and pave the way towards agreements as 
it brings cultures closer together. It is not, however, a precondition of effective coopera-
tion and working together efficiently. About 60% of respondents think that neighbouring 
countries of the EU do not share the same values as the European Union. Conversely, al-
most a third of respondents (31%) believe in the existence of a community of values, which 
the EU shares with the neighbouring countries listed in the survey.8

There is a substantial cleavage between the perception of citizens from the EU15 and 
from the 10 new Member States: people living in the new Member States are more likely to 
regard the neighbourhood countries as having the same values (45% vs. 42%) compared to 
the EU15 (63% vs. 29%). On the country level, most figures correspond to the EU25 av-
erage. In Denmark (77%), the Netherlands (75%), Finland (73%), Sweden (73%), France 
(72%) and Luxembourg (72%), respondents are the most sceptical about the idea of shar-
ing common values with the EU’s neighbours.9

In contrast to the general picture, a majority of Turks (54%), Latvians (50%), Hungar-
ians (49%), Romanians (47%), Lithuanians (46%) and Poles (43%) surveyed agree that 
the neighbourhood countries share the same values as the EU. Peace and democracy are 
two of the values that most respondents believe that is the best represented by the EU. 
A majority of respondents also believe these values to be transferable to neighbouring 
countries through EU assistance. Regarding to extending democracy towards neighbour-
ing countries, 77% of respondents living in the EU consider that the EU can fulfil this role 
where necessary; 16% do not agree and 7% have no opinion on the matter.

At countries level even in Latvia (the country that is the most sceptical towards pro-
moting democracy beyond EU borders), almost two thirds of the population (65%) be-
lieve that it can be done.10

In the event of a neighbouring country being unwilling to make progress on reform 
a majority of respondents (64%) believe the EU should reduce its relations with the coun-
6 Ibid.
7 Between the 5th of May and the 11th of June 2006, TNS Opinion & Social, a consortium created between 
Taylor Nelson Sofres and EOS Gallup Europe, carried out wave 65.3 of the EUROBAROMETER, on request 
of the EUROPEAN COMMISSION, Directorate-General Communication, Unit: “Opinion Polls and Media 
Monitoring”.
8 “The European Union and its Neighbours, Special Eurobarometer” 259 / Wave 65.3 – TNS Opinion & Social, 
October 2006, ) http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_259_en.pdf
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
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try in question. 28% disagree with this proposal. The majority in all countries surveyed 
believe that the EU should reduce its relations if neighbouring countries are unwilling to 
make progress. The strongest support for this statement is in Austria (79%) and Luxem-
bourg (73%).

In 2007 for 82% of the EU27 population it was ‘important’ that the EU develops 
specific relationships with its neighbours with respect to democracy. Compared to 2006, 5 
percentage points less respondents at the European Union level, consider democracy to be 
a major issue in the EU’s relations with neighbouring countries.11

Instruments

Democratic values can be promoted by whole range instruments that is offered by the 
application the ordinary legislative procedure: regulations, directives and decisions in the 
field of common commercial policy, development cooperation or humanitarian aid. Eu-
ropean Union is the biggest donor in the world. Another instruments we can find in the 
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) which evaluated from European Political 
Cooperation (EPC) and helps to create the identity of the European Union as a global actor. 
According to Lisbon Treaty European Union will conduct the common foreign and security 
policy by: “(a) defining the general guidelines; (b) adopting decisions defining: (i) actions to 
be undertaken by the Union; (ii) positions to be taken by the Union; (iii) arrangements for 
the implementation of the decisions referred to in points (i) and (ii); and by (c) strengthen-
ing systematic cooperation between Member States in the conduct of policy”. Lisbon Treaty 
again refers only to “decisions” not for „European decision” which was proposed in the 
rejected Constitution of Europe. Further the instrument of a “common strategy” (Art. 12 
TEU (Nice)) has been deleted but a similar term remains in the formulation of the tasks 
of the European Council who shall “identify the Union’s strategic interests” and “define 
the strategic lines of the Union’s policy” (Art. 26 TEU).The Nice Treaty had foreseen “joint 
actions” and “common positions”, but it was changed in the Lisbon Treaty.12 Another im-
provement for European foreign policy making process was creation a new office – High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. 

New instruments for the European Union Eastern Policy was created during the dis-
cussion about the enlargement of the European Union. Most of concepts are shown in the 
table 1. 

11 The EU’s relations with its neighbours, Special Eurobarometer 285 / Wave 67.3 – TNS Opinion & Social, 
September 2007.
12 Consolidated versions of the Treaty on European Union and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, 
Lisbon Treaty, Official Journal of the European Union, C 83, Volume 53, 30 March 2010 http://eur-lex.europa.
eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:083:FULL:EN:PDF
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Table 1. Comparative study on EU Eastern Policy concepts

Concept 
Territorial 

area 
Authors 

Relation 
to partners

Financial 
resource

New Neighbours 
Initiative13

(2002) 

Ukraine
Belarus
Moldavia 

Great Britain 
Sweden

Partnership TACIS 

The Eastern 
Dimension Of the 
Eu
(1998–2003) 

Ukraine
Belarus
Moldavia
Russia 

Poland Integration for the 
most advanced 
countries in 
conducting reforms

TACIS + UE 
budget; as 
external EU 
policy 

The Wider Europe
(2003) 

Eastern + Southern 
neighbours 

The European 
Commission

Lack of membership 
perspectives

TACIS 

European 
Neighbourhood 
Policy (2004) 

Eastern and Southern 
neighbours +
Southern Caucasus

The European 
Commission 

Lack of membership 
perspectives

EISP (2007) 
Open for 
Russia 

Source: Self study13

Some of this concepts were proposed by Polish diplomats and analytical circles participat-
ed actively in creating the future EU eastern policy.14 Since 1998 Eastern Dimension of EU was 
in the works, similar to other regional strategies within the EU (Barcelona process, Northern 
Dimension). Włodzimierz Cimoszewicz, Polish foreign minister said “we will work to create 
Eastern Dimension of European Union, similar to already existing Northern Dimension”.15 

In 2003 Polish Foreign Ministry put forward non-paper document containing Polish 
guidelines for future policy of expanded EU towards its eastern neighbours. Eastern Dimen-
sion was also described in the paper. According to authors of the document Eastern Dimen-
sion was supposed to be full-fledged strategy, coordinating all support for the East from the 
EU and other institutions. European Union was supposed to gradate its relationships with 
some countries according to the level of their interest in contacts with EU, internal reforms 
and complying with EU values. Eastern Dimension was to be complementary, not competi-
tive with Northern Dimension. It was to be gradual and conditional on growth of coopera-

13 NNI was the concept of dealing with more institutionalized relations with three countries: Ukraine, Belarus 
and Moldova, as future EU direct neighbours. The Initiative was brought on the agenda by the Prime Ministers 
of Great Britain and Sweden in October 2002. The fact of choosing these Eastern countries, as the direction for 
initiating EU future partnership, provoked a wide discussion among the countries like France and Spain which 
prefer cooperation with the South and they also interpreted this situation as a promise for future Eastern ac-
cession. Furthermore, EU relations with its biggest Eastern neighbour, the Russian Federation, were unclearly 
defined and as a result it provoked further controversy
14 Agnieszka Legucka, „Wschodni Wymiar Unii Europejskiej jako wyzwanie dla polskiej polityki bezpieczeń-
stwa”, Zeszyty Naukowe AON, No 2 (55), Warszawa 2004, 92–103.
15 Włodzimierz Cimoszewicz, „Polska wizja Europy”, Rzeczpospolita, February 19, 2002.
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tion between EU and its eastern neighbours (without favouring Russia).16 Polish initiative 
had clear goal, i.e. future EU membership of Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova. Poland was 
aware it will be a long process, but as underlined in the document, just “expansion option” 
will be a stimulant for eastern countries to introduce European reforms and changes.

In March 2003 European Commission made a statement about relations with Eastern 
and South countries in the document: “Wide Europe – Neighbourhood: new framework 
for relationship with our neighbours from East and South”.17 Unfortunately Russia de-
cided not to take part in European Wide Europe Initiative, and relation with her are based 
on four areas (St. Petersburg, 2003). After first year of promoting new concept, Euro-
pean Commission published final idea of full long-term vision of EU relationship with its 
neighbours on May 12, 2004 in Strategic Document of European Neighbourhood Policy. 
European Council accepted it in June 2004. Also in this program Russia did not take part 
but she can use the financial instrument of ENP.

Unlike Polish proposals, European Neighbourhood Policy is based on the idea of no 
clear membership perspective for countries mentioned there.18 Countries developing and 
cooperating with European Union can count on certain privileges and concessions. Goal 
of promotion of EU rules and values in neighbouring countries is adjusted for political 
and economic realities of each country. Law is adjusted based on so-called Action Plan, 
drafted by European Commission in agreement with each neighbouring country and then 
verified each year.19 Through the ENP, the EU will reinforce its lasting commitments to 
supporting democratic development in this five countries (Ukraine, Moldova, Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia). The EU offers its neighbours a privileged relationship, building upon 
a mutual commitment to common values (democracy and human rights, rule of law, good 
governance, market economy principles and sustainable development). Belarus is barely 
mentioned in the Strategic Document, with the notion that only positive change (of power) 
in the country would allow Minsk to fully participate in European Neighbourhood Policy. 
There is no Action Plan for Belarus. Cooperation to date is assessed negatively. With no 
PCA in force, no action plan in the framework of the ENP was drafted, and the Belarusian 
participation in European Neighbourhood Policy Instrument (ENPI) has been limited to 
“support the needs of the population, to directly and indirectly support democratisation.20

Interesting modification of Eastern Neighbourhood Policy was made by Polish-Sweden 
diplomats in May 2008. It was called Eastern Partnership, which was a designed as a part of 

16 „Non-paper z polskimi propozycjami ws. przyszłego kształtu polityki rozszerzonej UE wobec wschodnich 
sąsiadów:, Biuletyn Integracja z Unią Europejską, 2003, (<www.msz.gov.pl>).
17 Szersza Europa – koncepcja unijnej polityki wobec sąsiadów, „Komentarze OSW”, 20 marca 2003 r., http://
www.europa.int/comm/external_relations/we/doc/com03_104_en.pdf.
18 COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION, European Neighbourhood Policy STRATEGY PAPER, 
Brussels, 12.5.2004, COM(2004) 373 final, http://ec.europa.eu/world/enp/pdf/strategy/strategy_paper_en.pdf
19 Agnieszka Legucka, “Polish-Belarusian and Polish-Ukrainian Relationship as part of new neighbourhood 
policy of European Union”, Lamusa Digital. Polonia, estado miembro de la UE y su política exterior, Number 7, 
http://www.uclm.es/lamusa/index.asp?accion=mono&lengua=en&numero=7
20 Back from the cold? The EU and Belarus in 2009, Sabine Fischer (ed.), Challiot Paper, no 9, November 2009, 7.
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European Neighbourhood Policy but concentrated in the Eastern region and its problems. 
This initiative was launched in Prague in May 2009 as a answer for southern dimension 
of external EU policy which was proposed by French President Nicola Sarkozy as a Un-
ion for the Mediterranean (the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership, formerly known as the 
Barcelona Process, re-launched in Paris in July 2008). The aim of the Eastern Partnership 
is to enhancing EU relationship with: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova 
and Ukraine. This would imply new association agreements including deep and compre-
hensive free trade agreements with those countries willing and able to enter into a deeper 
engagement and gradual integration in the EU economy.21

After dramatic events in the North Africa in January 2011 which have show that peo-
ple in authoritarian countries like: Egypt, Libya, Syria, want to live in democratic way Eu-
ropean Commission with High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy an-
nounced a communication entitled „A new response to a changing Neighbourhood”. The 
document marks out the European Neighbourhood Policy’s (ENP) goals and principles of 
action for the coming years. The EC’s communication comes in response to the mounting 
conviction among member states and EU institutions of the ineffectiveness of current EU 
policy towards the neighbourhood regions.22 

Commission decided to “provide greater support to partners engaged in building deep 
democracy – the kind that lasts because the right to vote is accompanied by rights to exer-
cise free speech, form competing political parties, receive impartial justice from independ-
ent judges, security from accountable police and army forces, access to a competent and 
non-corrupt civil service – and other civil and human rights that many Europeans take for 
granted, such as the freedom of thought, conscience and religion”. Also it defines condi-
tions for deep democracy which EU’s going to promote. This commitments includes: free 
and fair elections; freedom of association, expression and assembly and a free press and me-
dia; the rule of law administered by an independent judiciary and right to a fair trial; fight-
ing against corruption; security and law enforcement sector reform (including the police) 
and the establishment of democratic control over armed and security forces”. EU will assess 
progress and adapt levels of support (…) In order to address this situation and support 
political actors striving for democratic change in their countries (especially political parties 
and non-registered NGOs or trade unions and other social partners), the High Repre-
sentative and the Commission support the establishment of a European Endowment for 
Democracy. This Endowment will seek to bring greater influence and consistency to the 
efforts of the EU, its Member States and several of the large European political foundations 
that are already active in this field”. In order to implement the goals of the reformed ENP 
the EU Commission intends to increase the European Neighbourhood and Partnership 
Instrument by 1.2 billion euro to be spent by 2013.23

21 Eastern Partnership: http://www.eeas.europa.eu/eastern/index_en.htm
22 “European Institutions towards European Neighbourhood Policy”, OSW Brifing, http://www.osw.waw.pl/
en/notatka/european-institutions-towards-european-neighbourhood-policy
23 Ibid.
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Democracy in practice 

After few years of implementing action plans in the Eastern countries, the situation 
concerning European standards such as democracy in this countries was not very good. 
Six countries of Eastern Partnership: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova 
and Ukraine still have problems with fulfilling European standards. Only in few countries 
we can observe good changes in improving the level of democracy but it is not the success 
of ENP but rather others implications. Ukraine is good example for promoting democracy 
in neighborhood countries. During presidential election opposition and president Leonid 
Kuczma clashed so fiercely, that it raise the so called Orange Revolution at the end of 2004. 
Ukraine owes its “promotion” in the West to Polish Members of European Parliament. 
They proposed tightening EU relationship with Ukraine, in order to boost pro-Western 
sentiment in the country.24

Poland tried to convince Western countries to condemn clearly Ukrainian authori-
ties and support Ukrainian people demanding new presidential elections, without deceits. 
Politicians from Europe expressed support for democratic Ukraine but they did not want 
to annoy Vladimir Putin who openly backed Ukrainian authorities. However there were 
a few exceptions like Bernard Bot, chief of Dutch diplomacy or Javier Solana, who said, 
“falsified polls in Ukraine cannot be accepted”.25

During European Council summit in Brussels (Nov 4–5, 2004) EU leaders only ex-
pressed regrets that the first round of presidential elections in Ukraine did not meet interna-
tional standards of democracy. European Parliament was braver and thanks to the initiative of 
two MPs from Poland, it appealed for new fair presidential elections in Ukraine. Resolution 
passed by the Parliament included obligation for the EU to „undertake actions to recognize 
European aspirations of Ukraine”, when Kiev started to observe standards of democracy.26

Polish president Aleksander Kwasniewski also took part in campaign of support for 
Ukraine.27 It was his initiative that brought „round table” in Ukraine, with authorities on 
one side and leaders of the orange revolution on the other. Polish president got support 
from partners in European Union, e.g. from Javier Solana, chief of EU diplomacy. Alto-
gether three rounds of talks were conducted, with four Ukrainians on one side of the table 
(L. Kuchma, V. Janukowycz, V. Juszczenko and chief of parliament Volodymyr Lytwyn) 
and five foreigners on the other side (A. Kwasniewski, J. Solana, Lithuanian president Val-
das Adamkus, Secretary General of OSCE Jan Kubisz and chief of Russian Duma Borys 
Gryzlow). A compromise was reached and the crisis was solved without bloodshed. Both 
parties agreed to another round of elections and changes in election bill, in return for some 
curbs on president’s prerogatives in favour of parliament.

24 Paweł Turczyński, „Polityka Unii Europejskiej wobec Ukrainy”, Sprawy Międzynarodowe, April-March 2005, 
66–67.
25 Ibid., 71.
26 European Parliament Resolution, P6_TA(2004)0062, pkt. 40–44.
27 Wywiad z Włodzimierzem Cimoszewiczem, Gazeta Wyborcza, December 27, 2004. 
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The Orange Revolution resulted in the third round of presidential elections and victory 
of the revolution leader Viktor Juszczenko. On January 23, 2005 he was officially sworn 
as new president of Ukraine. In his first speech Juszczenko declared that Ukrainian foreign 
policy takes course on integration with European Union.28 It meant that in the field of for-
eign policy and security the new administration is set to end “balancing” policy and makes 
Europe a „strategic choice”. 

Analysts agree: that without international support, Ukraine could have faced the Be-
larus scenario, where polls and referendums are usually falsified. Javier Solana rounded up 
the EU policy towards the Orange Revolution: „It was an example of EU foreign policy 
at its best: strongly supporting European values; adamant in defence of democratic aspira-
tions of Ukraine; open and sincere in dialogue with Russia, as well as pragmatic when it 
comes to cooperation between EU capitals and Brussels”.29

European Union assessed events in Ukraine positively, supporting Ukraine for WTO 
membership, liberalization in steel and textile trade, simplifying visa rules. EU also  earmarked 
more funds for Ukraine from European Bank of Investment – up to 250-mln euro.30 How-
ever, there is no mention of integration perspective in any document. EU is ready to treat 
Ukraine as privileged partner, within framework of neighbourhood policy, but not within 
EU expansion perspective.31 And Ukraine confirmed its will for European integration.32

In few years, situation in Ukraine changed differently. The political problems with 
orange coalition and inability to create a consensus over the reforms and transformation in 
the country, economical crisis in the world and the gas conflicts with Russia (2006, 2009) 
convinced Ukrainian people that they need a change of political leadership. Despite the 
fact that Ukraine’s democratic system has never been healthier, people was tired because the 
crisis. During the presidential election in 2010 the winner was Victor Yanukovych, who 
was a political opponent of Victor Yushchenko and Julia Tymoshenko. He changed the ex-
ternal and internal policy of the country, started from closer cooperation with Russia about 
Black Sea Fleet and gas supply. But unfortunately under the Yanukovych regime Ukraine is 
backsliding on democracy and on a path towards authoritarianism. Ukraine’s “blue leader-
ship” started to move the country toward greater centralization and consolidation. In the 
January 2011 Freedom House downgraded Ukraine from a “free” to “partly free”.33

 Since many years one of the of the worst-ranked countries (in Freedom House reports), 
with ratings of 6,7 or 7,6 for political rights and civil liberties is Belarus. Regime of President 
Lukashenka’s continued repression in this country. The example set by thousands of demon-
strators who flooded the streets to express their fury at yet another false election was just as 

28 “Początek prezydentury Wiktora Juszczenki”, Tydzień na Wschodzie, nr 04 (382), January 27, 2005.
29 Paweł Turczyński, 84.
30 Katarzyna Pełczyńska-Nałęcz, EPS w praktyce – Unia Europejska wobec Rosji, Ukrainy, Białorusi i Mołdawii 
rok po publikacji Dokumentu Strategicznego, (Warszawa: Ośrodek Studiów Wschodnich czerwiec 2005), 12.
31 “Ukraina wybiera Unię Europejską”, Tydzień na Wschodzie, Biuletyn Specjalny OSW, nr 5 (383), March 3, 2005.
32 Press Release, IP/05/1505, Brussels, November 30, 2005. 
33 Freedom in the World 2011, 4, http://www.freedomhouse.org/images/File/fiw/FIW_2011_Booklet.pdf
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important as the ruthless reaction by President’s security forces. Belarus sticks to the policy of 
(self ) isolation. Minsk makes up for lack of contacts with the West by stronger relationship 
with Russian Federation. Current stage of creation of federal union with Russia (started in 
1999) makes Minsk more and more dependent on the stronger partner. However, economic 
system – still centralized – does not allow for stronger integration, as there is huge difference 
in economic potential of Belarus and Russia. President Alexander Lukashenka has created 
an authoritarian political system. According to Freedom House report in 2004 Belarus was 
placed in the group of states “lacking freedom”, with 6,5 points score on 7-point scale.34 
Belarusian authorities gag every sign of opposition and freedom of speech, they shut down 
non-government organizations (NGOs). In 2005 Lukashenka authorities have taken action 
on Polish Union on Belarus, the largest NGO in the country, fearing the Union will influ-
ence presidential elections scheduled for the beginning of 2006. Poland thinks that policy of 
Belarus isolation adopted by the US and European Union is not effective and pushes Belarus 
in the arms of Russia. Warsaw has adopted an attitude of critical dialogue towards Minsk. 
Poland condemns every case of law and human rights infringements in Belarus, while still 
keeping dialogue with Belarussian authorities.35 E.g. Warsaw has not banned Alexander 
Lukashenka and his politicians from entering Poland, though almost all EU countries have 
done so already (in 1998 and in 2002). Between 1997 and 2007, relationship between EU 
and Belarus were characterised by a vicious circle of hope, disappointment and restrictive 
measures. In September 2008, The Council of the European Union announced its readiness 
to “being to review the restrictive measures that may lead to a gradual engagement”.36 

On 13 October 2008, the Council decided to restore political dialogue with the Bela-
rusian officials for a period of six months. The package of restrictive measures imposed in 
2006 was extended for one year. In next few years situation was a little bit better, political 
prisoners were became free and were established some political contacts. But presidential 
elections in December 2010 had showed that Minsk again did not fulfil the EU’s con-
dition. During this elections and after that Lukashenko’s regime started the widespread 
repression against opposition. Belarusian KGB was putting many efforts to neutralise the 
activity of Belarusian citizens. Previous events (in 2006) and now show that Belarusian 
citizens want to live in a democratic lawful state which respect their rights.37 

The third of European country of Commonwealth Independent States, Moldova has 
also internal problems. Moldovan democratisation to date has been affected by (1) the 
character of the immediate transition from communism, (2) the international environ-
ment, (3) the course of intra-elite politics in the early transition, (4) the interest cleavage 
structure in Moldovan society and (5) the process of political party formation. Democratic 
efforts in this country have been complicated by foreign policy issues since beginning of 
the independence movement. Especially Russia influence in the Transdniestria conflict 

34 “Changing Belarus”, Dov Lynch (ed.), Chaillot Paper, No 85, November 2005, 47–72.
35 Freedom in the Worlds 2005, Civil Power and Electoral Politics, A Report from Freedom House, 21. 
36 „Council Conclusion on Belarus”, Brussels, 15 and 16 September 2008.
37 Violation of Human Right In Belarus In 2006, Analytical Review (Minsk 2007), 5. 
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made reforms in the country more difficult. Despite this the progress in democratisation 
has been achieved. The political process has been become more open to participations from 
across the ideological spectrum as a consequence of increased freedom of expression and 
association. From 1992 to 2001, the young country suffered a serious economic crisis, leav-
ing most of the population below the poverty line. On April 4, 2001, president Vladimir 
Voronin has been elected as the country’s third president (re-elected in 2005). The country 
became the first post-Soviet state where a non-reformed Communist Party returned to 
power. This change helped to improve Russia-Moldova relation but only temporarily, be-
cause in 2003–2006 it became worse. Only after elections in 2009 the Communist Party 
were pushed to opposition and the pro-European coalition started to make democratic 
reform but this political norms appear to be talking hold, this progress of constructing 
a democratic consensus in clearly still on an early stage.38

The tree Caucasus States: Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia have problems with democ-
racy standards since independence in 90. Because of the conflict situations in those coun-
tries, people left behind the principle of democracy and rule of law and focus on security 
problems. Political leaders have been controlled the media, social society organizations and 
elections. Even Georgia, where after the so called Rose Revolution fair elections are the rule, 
in many other aspects democratic consolidation has stalled. The constitutional reforms which 
occurred shortly after President Micheil Saakashvili was elected in January 2004, resulted in 
a great deal of power being concentrated in the president. A number of formerly independ-
ent media outlets, most notably the television station Rustavi Two since the revolution have 
become far less independent in their reporting.39 In November 2007 President Saakashvili 
ordered to disperse protesting crowds with tear gas, water cannons, batons and fists.

Conclusions

The European Union want to promote democracy in the countries from the East. It wants 
stable and democratic growth in this region according to logic that democracy is the base of 
good governance, rule of law, political and economical stabilisation. Ukraine is slowly reach-
ing that goal. However, Belarus and Caucasus countries serves as an example that efforts for re-
specting democracy and human rights are still a challenge for European Eastern Policy. But the 
coercive approach in the EU’s policy towards its eastern neighbor did not have the desired effect.

ENP has promoted a variety of important initiatives, particularly on the trade and eco-
nomic front, which have allowed the EU and its neighbours to develop stronger relation-
ships in virtually all policy fields, from energy to education, from transport to research.

38 Karen Dawisha, Bruce Parrot, Democratic changes and authoritarian reactions in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and 
Moldova, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 3.
39 Lincoln A. Mitchell, “Democracy in Georgia Since the Rose Revolution”, (Foreign Policy Research Institute, 
2006), http://www.columbia.edu/~lam13/documents/Democracy in Georgia Since the Rose Revolution.pdf 
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Encounter and convergence between two political cultures

A high-ranking Finnish foreign policy official, Keijo Korhonen wrote in his mem-
oirs about the role of Hungary in Finnish foreign policy during the President Urho 
Kekkonen era (1956–1981). To quote Korhonen:1

The Russians were first in importance, after them there was no-one in importance, 
even after no-one there was no-one, then there were the Hungarians and at the tail of the 
queue there were East Germans, Poles, Czechs, Bulgarians and Rumanians.

My aim is to discuss the Finnish-Hungarian relations in the 1960s and 1970s when 
the relations between neutral, but ‘finlandised’ Finland and Kádárian Hungary improved 
at both the governmental and civil society level after 1956. Especially, I concentrate on the 
image, the rhetorical level of the relations, but my aim is also to clarify the political mo-
tives and practises. At that time, there were two contradictory elements as starting points: 
first, the heritage of the old cultural relations and the Finno-Ugric kinship, and second, the 
political reality of the Cold War Europe. Furthermore, the Finnish-Hungarian relations 
can be approached from two angles: first, as the convergence of two states representing two 
different social and political systems, and second, as the encounter of two states which both 
saw themselves and each other as small states in the world politics. Therefore, we can ask, 
how the setting of ‘us’ and ‘them’, the question of otherness was dealt with.2 

In my article, my aim is to explain, that the tradition of cultural co-operation and the 
idea of kinship were linked to the Finnish-Hungarian political relations. This myth offered 
common discourse and it was a way to assure the structure of good relations at the time 
when the relations were reopened. ‘Kinship’ offered a basis for the political rhetoric. There 

1 Keijo Korhonen, Sattumakorpraali. Korhonen Kekkosen komennossa (Keuruu: Otava, 1999), 122.
2 On otherness, us and them see for example Stuart Hall, Identiteetti, trans. and ed. Mikko Lehtonen and Juha 
Herkman (Tampere: Vastapaino, 1999), 77–222; Ernesto Laclau, On populist reason (London: Verso, 2005).
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was, however, a trend to modernise this concept in order to strengthen its value, and to use 
it the context of the Cold War policy. ‘Kinship’ was in time succeeded by the concept of 
friendship, which was contextualised to modern times, progress and political understand-
ing. The ‘kinship’ became thus an ‘empty signifier’3 in the Finnish-Hungarian discourse. In 
sum, two ideas of brotherhood were developed: the traditional and the modern one. 

Beneath this rhetoric, it is possible to find motives for Finnish-Hungarian relations: 
they were seen as a way to improve the national economy and to get more room to operate 
in the field of international politics. For Finland, relations with Hungary were an integral 
but special part of Finnish policy towards the socialist countries. Furthermore, Finnish 
policy towards the smaller Eastern bloc states can be seen as a part of Finnish aim to find 
acceptance for its neutrality and peaceful co-operation. For Hungary, the correct state level 
relations with Finland were important in order to develop technical-scientific and econom-
ic contacts and the European security and commercial and economic co-operation (CSCE) 
politics with the West. Nevertheless, Finland was not the only window to the West. It was 
marginal compared to Austria. Finland was, however, more ready than the other Western 
countries to conclude agreements with Hungary. 

It is not enough to ask, which were the practical questions discussed, but one also has 
to clarify how the representation of the relations was managed: how were the relations de-
fined and by what means were they practised? How were they established and what kinds 
of relations were pursued? What kind of common discourse was found? How was the ‘us’ 
created in the political rhetoric? How was the image of friendship launched?

Expressions of the Finnish and Hungarian policies can be found especially in the con-
text of the meetings of the countries’ leadership. The visits were symbolically significant as 
openings of the relations. Especially Hungarian policy emphasised their importance. The 
socialist countries measured their political relations with high-level visits and agreements, 
and seen even in this light Finland was a country that had drawn the attention of Hungary 
in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The two contexts – the tradition of kinship relations and the politics of Cold War – also 
affected the visits. In the case of Hungarian-Finnish relations, the visits which Kekkonen paid 
in the 1960s seemed to be symbolically valuable as acts of recognition between two states. The 
first visit was made at a time when Hungarian relations with the West were problematic after 
the 1956 uprising. President Kekkonen’s visit in 1963, although it was officially only a de-
tour after the visit to Yugoslavia, was the first visit of a Western leader since 1956. The state 
visit of 1969 was an official state visit and a part of a visit to Romania and Czechoslovakia 
as well. It was made while the CSCE conference was being discussed and while the shadow 
of the occupation of Czechoslovakia was creating intense international pressure. This period 
can be named as the opening and developing of the Hungarian-Finnish political relations.

At the second phase of the Finnish-Hungarian relations, in 1970s, the co-operation was 
further developed in terms of actual international and national political goals. Now, the 

3 About the concept see Ernesto Laclau, Emancipation(s) (London: Verso, 1996).
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 common Finnish-Hungarian discourse reflected the idea of “two small states in the 
 international field”. At this time, Hungarian President Pál Losonczi visited Finland in 1971 
and János Kádár (general secretary of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party MSZMP 
1956–1988) followed him in 1973 – both visits were first visits, since no Hungarian head 
of state had previously visited Finland, and, in addition to this, Kádár had never visited 
a non-socialist country officially before. In 1976 Kekkonen on his turn paid a state visit to 
Hungary. The series of meetings between Kekkonen and Hungarian leadership continued 
next year when the Hungarian Prime Minister visited Finland.

Starting points: Kádár’s Hungary, Finnish neutrality 
and the tradition of ‘kinship’ 

During the era of Kekkonen the President was unusually strong in formulating Finn-
ish foreign policy. Kekkonen’s Hungarian relations are of special interest to him because 
as a student politician he was an aitosuomalainen, an ardent Finn who respected Finnish-
Estonian-Hungarian kinship, and knew Hungary and Hungarians personally. Presumably, 
this mental heritage might have influenced his opinions and policy towards Hungary.4 
Power politics was to him, however, a reality in which the relations with the Soviet Union 
were a primary  consideration but, at the same time, reputation of Finland as a Western and 
neutral state was cherished. It is worth discussing how these two frameworks – the idea of 
kinship and the prevailing political conditions – were linked to each other in Kekkonen’s 
policy. Evidently, these two dimensions were united in his policy to make the mutual re-
lations between Finland and Hungary a unique case in the field of Cold War Europe. In 
the context of satellite policy, the mutual  interpretations and expressions on Hungarian 
Kádárism and Finnish policy of neutrality were obviously key issues. 

Finland remained outside the NATO as well as outside the Warsaw Pact, but had, 
however, concluded the Pact of “Friendship, Co-operation and Mutual Assistance” (YYA) 
with the Soviet Union. Finnish politics were apparently influenced by the Soviet shadow – 
this history is still strongly debated and politicised in Finland. János Kádár’s name became 
synonymous for such concepts as Kádárism, Kádár era and Kádár regime. It conceptualised 
the Hungarian political and societal system in which the Soviet politics, communist dicta-
torship and a pragmatic model of state socialism which attempted to depoliticise everyday 
life and satisfy day-to-day consumerist aspirations encountered.5 

Furthermore, it is important to compare the attitudes of the diplomatic corps with 
the policy of the state leadership as well as the expressions of the press and publicity with 

4 Juhani Suomi, Kriisien aika. Urho Kekkonen 1956–1962 (Keuruu: Otava, 1992), 64.
5 Ignác Romsics, Hungary in the Twentieth Century (Budapest: Corvina Osiris, 1999), 315; György Földes, 
“The Characteristics of the Kádár Era,” In Regimes and Transformations. Hungary in the Twentieth Century, 
ed. István Feitl and Baláza Sipos, 297–319 (Budapest: Napvilág Kiadó, 2005).

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   115 2011-11-25   12:51:34



116 WEEReview i/2011

Mari Vares

the  official rhetoric6. Evidently, the critical tones of the Finnish press in 1960s developed 
towards a more “finlandised” liturgy during the 1970s. At the same time, the diplomatic 
reports remained rather cool and objective.

Both international political development and domestic politics affected the Finnish-
Hungarian mutual relations. And moreover, in Finland, both the civic society and the state 
level policies affected the development of the Finnish-Hungarian relations. In the aftermath 
of 1956, the issue of Hungary was a controversial one in Finland. Official Finnish policy to-
wards Hungary can be defined as a formal satellite policy and the attitude of public opinion 
was that of a warming cultural co-operation. As the Finnish Legation in Budapest defined it, 
there were two different dimensions in Hungarian-Finnish relations: the correct state level 
relations, resulting from the moderate Finnish policy towards Kádárism. At the same time 
there were the correct relations between Finns and Hungarians, which were based on the 
Finnish sympathetic attitude towards Hungarians and on the voluntary help to the Hun-
garians who had suffered in the revolution. There was thus a difference between the public 
opinion and the Finnish official policy. Kekkonen was well aware of this difference.7

In the context of the idea of kinship, Hungarian-Finnish relations were normalised 
soon after the revolution. As the Finnish Legation in Budapest stated, thanks to the Finn-
ish sympathy for Hungarians, the relations between Hungary and Finland were restored 
to cherishing the idea of kinship as early as 1957. Nevertheless, from the Finnish point of 
view, it was still important to consider the conditions in Hungary carefully, even if they 
seemed to be normalised.8 It can be argued that the statement reflected, surprisingly, both 
the attitude of Finnish public opinion and the official moderate policy towards Kádárism.

In spite of the quick return to kinship relations, state-level relations between Hungary 
and Finland remained cool. The relations were correct but reserved. Therefore, the fact 
that the Finnish government opposed all open protests against the Soviet occupation in 
1956 and the Kádár regime did not imply that the official relations between Hungary and 
Finland were good. The Finnish Embassy in Budapest assumed that the relations were kept 
cool in order to preserve Finland’s position as an independent country.9

Obviously, at the beginning of the 1960s, the cool attitude towards satellite countries 
did not seem to be essential any longer. The relations between Finland and the satellite 
countries were gradually warming as a result of developments in international politics. 
In the case of Hungary, there were some new aspects to consider from the Finnish point 
of view. Kekkonen’s visit to Hungary in 1963 was part of a process in which Hungary’s 

6 In this context: to study arguments, contents and forms. Kari Palonen and Hilkka Summa, ”Retorinen K��n-Kari Palonen and Hilkka Summa, ”Retorinen K��n-
ne?,” In Pelkkää Retoriikkaa (Tampere: Vastapaino, 1996), 10–13; Chaïm Perelman, Retoriikan valtakunta, 
trans. Leevi Lehto (Tampere: Vastapaino, 1996).
7 Foreign Ministry Archives, Helsinki, Finland (UMA), 12/L/Unkari 1958–1959, T.H. Heikkil� 11 Jan.1958 
Budapest Suomen ja Unkarin suhteet; See Suomi, Kriisien aika, 63–68; Jukka Nevakivi, ”Kekkonen, a magyar 
’56 és a finlandizácio kezdete,” Hitel 13, no. 10 (2000).
8 UMA, 12/L/Unkari 1958–1959, T.H. Heikkil� 11 Jan.1958 Budapest Suomen ja Unkarin suhteet.
9 UMA, 12/L/Unkari 1958–1959, T.H. Heikkil� 3 Oct. 1959 Budapest Suhtautuminen Unkariin.
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diplomatic relations were normalised after the events of 1956. The Finnish political and 
diplomatic circles saw signs of liberalisation and de-stalinisation in Hungary as well as signs 
of a new orientation in the relations between Hungary and the United Nations.10

The question of Finland’s reputation as a neutral state was also an important indicator 
in Finnish foreign policy. When there were perceptible signs of Western acceptance of Finn-
ish neutrality, the Finnish political leadership was ready to improve the relations with the 
Eastern bloc. After the visits to Great Britain in 1960 and France in 1962, the West gave 
official signs of recognition that Finland was a neutral state.11 In addition to this, cultural and 
scientific contacts between Finland and Hungary had increased in the late 1950s and early 
1960s.12 Kekkonen’s visit was discreetly discussed in Helsinki already in 1961 on Hungary’s 
initiative, but the Finnish political leadership was not ready to accept Hungary’s proposal.13

The visit of 1963 can be regarded as a turning point in the relations between Finland 
and Hungary. The policy in the aftermath of the 1956 revolution seemed to change. Finn-
ish contradictory attitudes towards Hungary were still apparent. ‘Finnish sympathetic at-
titudes towards Hungarians were transformed to ‘the policy of kinship’ and the ‘moderate 
attitude of the Finnish political leadership towards Kádár’ was transformed into the ‘Finn-
ish satellite policy towards Hungary’.

Kekkonen himself considered that his visit had an important effect on Hungarian-Finn-
ish relations. He stated a year after that it was the kinship movement that should form the 
basis for Finnish relations towards both kinship nations, Estonia and Hungary. He pointed 
out in his private speech to the representatives of the so-called national sciences – such as 
ethnology and linquistics – in Finland that these relations should be based on unofficial 
civil society circles rather than conducted at the state level. The relations were meant to be 
primarily unofficial: academic contacts, cultural co-operation and increasing tourism.14

To the generation to which I belong and whose marvellous and good representatives 
are gathered here, the issue concerning Estonia and Hungary is an emotional subject. […] 
Already for a couple of years I have had an idea that better relations with Hungary and 
 Estonia should be established, not necessarily on a formal, official basis, because I under-
stood that there would be difficulties with that, but merely at informal, cultural and social 
levels, but very carefully.15

10 Romsics. Hungary in the Twentieth Century, 332–333; For Finnish interpretations see Memorandum by Finn-
ish Foreign Ministry. UMA, 101/3/H/Kekkonen, Presidentin ep�virallinen vierailu Unkariin 12.–15.5.1963; 
UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, R.R. Sepp�l� (Washington) to Max Jacobson (Finnish Foreign Ministry) 18 Apr.1963 
and Otso Wartiovaara (Wien) to the Finnish Foreign Minister Veli Merikoski 22 Apr. 1963.
11 Suomi, Kriisien aika, 383; Juhani Suomi, Presidentti. Urho Kekkonen 1962–1968 (Keuruu: Otava, 1994), 88–97.
12 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Katsaus Suomen ja Unkarin v�lisiin kulttuurisuhteisiin. Presidentin vierailu Unka-
riin 26.9.–1.10.1969.
13 Hungarian State Archives (MOL), M-KS 288f./32/1961/14 őe. Sipka József nagykövet 11 Apr. 1961 Hel-Sipka József nagykövet 11 Apr. 1961 Hel-
sinki. Kekkonen köztársasági elnök meghívása.
14 President Urho Kekkonen’s archives (UKA), Vuosikirjat 1964, Kekkonen papers.
15 Ibid.
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Accordingly, Kekkonen invited scholars to create informal networks. This was a way 
to establish and reinforce contacts between Finland and Hungary. One can ask whether 
this was a way to strengthen kinship relations as such or whether it was a way to get Finns 
involved with Hungarians in spite of political differences. Were these informal contacts 
aimed to further official political relations?

Opening new relations – culture and popular level come together 
with politics

Finnish political leadership emphasised the unofficial nature of the 1963 visit (May 
12–15 1963). This tentative attitude of the Finnish political élite towards Hungary can 
be sensed in Finnish official reports to the press. For example, the Finnish News Agency, 
STT, pointed out that Kekkonen would only ¨’call at’ or ‘stop in Hungary’ during his way 
home from  Yugoslavia.16 The program of the first visit was at the same time “unpolitical” 
and “political” – it was possible to read it in both ways, as a demonstration of “harmless” 
cultural visit or as a political act.17 

 In the Finnish media, there was a slightly critical tone. Already before the visit, Kekkonen 
had been annoyed about the tone of the right-wing newspaper Uusi Suomi (New Finland), 
in which it was asked whether it was reasonable to visit a country in which the prevailing 
conditions were suspect.18 After the visit, it was also claimed in a Finnish magazine Kuva-
Posti that the state visit to Yugoslavia was successful but insinuated that the informal visit to 
Hungary may have been unnecessary at this time.19 The reason for these comments can be 
found in the post–1956 context: the press might well have been afraid that Finland was being 
identified with the Eastern bloc. 

16 See UMA, 101/3/H/Kekkonen, Memorandum by Veikko Hietanen 25 March 1963. The visit was paid on 
Hungary’s initiative. President Dobi’s invitation was presented when Hungarian Ambassador, Sándor Kurtan 
left his letter of credence in Helsinki.
17 While visiting Hungary, President Dobi and Mrs Dobi acted as hosts. The program consisted of cultural 
events, sightseeing in Budapest and a visit to the countryside and Debrecen. Kekkonen also met Finns who 
lived in Hungary. There was no mention of a meeting between Kekkonen and Kádár in the official program 
– a fact that can also be interpreted as a symbol of informality.See the program of the visit. UMA, 3/H/
Kekkonen; UKA, Vierailut 1963–1966. Kekkonen Papers 22/8. In the Hungarian draft of the programme, 
however, it was mentioned that on 14 May there would be a meeting between the two leaders, should Kekko-
nen request it. MOL, M-KS–288 f-/5 /299 őe. Péter János Budapest 25 Apr. 1963, Jelentés az MSZMP K.B. 
Politikai Bizottságához, Urho Kekkonen finn köztársasági elnök 1963. májusi magyarországi látogatásáról. Also 
the fact that the Hungarian leadership implied the political importance of the visit in the official lunch and the 
festive dinner by inviting also the Party leadership, Kádár in particular, to these occasions, reveals the symbolic 
value the Hungarian leadership attached to the visit.MOL, M-KS- 288 f./5/299 őe. Jegyzőkönyv a Politikai 
Bizottság 1963. április 30-án tartott üléséről. Jelentés Urho Kekkonen finn köztársasági elnöl 1963. májusi 
magyarországi látogatására. KB külügyi o. javaslata.
18 For the debate with Uusi-Suomi – newspaper see UKA, Vuosikirjat 1963. Kekkonen papers.
19 UKA, Kuva-Posti 21 (1963). V�inö L�nsiluoto, Vierailu Unkariin, Lehtileikkeet 1963–66. Kekkonen papers 
41/61.
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Hungarian media also commented on the informal nature of Kekkonen’s visit. For 
example, the Hungarian women’s magazine Nök Lapja concentrated on Mrs Sylvi Kekko-
nen, wrote about Kalevala and presented the city of Helsinki in a richly illustrated article. 
In the pictures published in newspapers and magazines, Kekkonen was photographed in 
informal situations: in Hortobágy and visiting suburban housing developments,20 both in 
traditional and modern Hungarian contexts. One can only ask whether these pictures re-
flected symbolically new Hungarian-Finnish relations in which the traditional context and 
the modern one were present concomitantly.

In the political rhetoric certain value was afterwards given to the visit. It was to be 
interpreted as an opening of relations between Kekkonen’s Finland and Kádár’s Hungary. 
One year later, the Hungarian Foreign Minister János Péter stated in the Hungarian Par-
liament that the relations between Hungary and Finland did not reflect only ‘a romantic 
ethnographic kinship’ but that the relations were at a level of modern progress, and there 
were ‘many useful economic and cultural achievements’ between Hungary and Finland. 
The work of the joint Culture Committee and the trade treaty gave fresh content to these 
traditional relations.21

Kádár himself stated to the Finnish Ambassador in Budapest Reino Palas after Kek-
konen’s visit that ‘Hungary carefully observed Finnish foreign policy’. He emphasised the 
‘good relations’ between Finland and the Soviet Union and used the concept of kinship 
in a modern sense. ‘Kinship’ was defined as not only a cliché, but a scientific truth. At the 
same time there was in Kádár’s rhetoric another concept, ‘peaceful co-existence’. The fusion 
of ‘old’ with ‘modern’ rhetoric produced a modern conclusion: the two kinship nations 
wanted peaceful co-existence.22

The communist state leadership of Hungary was also consulting with the Finnish 
Communist Party (FCP) on Finnish policy but also others, the social democrats and the 
Agrarian Union, exchanged thoughts with the Hungarian Ambassador in Helsinki. Hun-
gary was interested also in how the communist and other radical cultural circles were 
functioning in Finland.23 An interesting detail in the relations between the two different 
political systems was a discussion between Kádár and the FCP Chairman, Aimo Aaltonen, 
a year after Kekkonen’s visit. Aaltonen complained about the various difficulties created by 
Kekkonen’s policy. He explained to Kádár that one of the reasons why there could not be 
a communist revolution in Finland was that Kekkonen was taking the wind out of its sails. 
Kádár commented with a smile: ‘So God help you!’24

At the informal level – as Kekkonen wished – there began to appear concrete signs of 
good relations. Apparently, in the Finnish-Hungarian relations, the civic society and  politics 

20 UKA, Nök Lapja 18 May 1963 and Lehtileikkeet. Vierailut 1963–33. Kekkonen papers 22/8.
21 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Katsaus 1968; UMA, 7/E/Unkari 1964, Reino Palas 26 Nov. 1964 Budapest Unka-
rin parlamentin istunto ja János Péterin ulkopoliittinen puhe.
22 UMA, 5/C/27 Reino Palas 20 May 1963 Budapest.
23 MOL, M-KS 288 f./32/11 őe. Sándor Kurtán Helsinki 3 Oct. 1963; 5 Oct. 1963; 5 Dec. 1963; 21 Dec. 1963.
24 UKA, Vuosikirjat 1964. Kekkonen papers.
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influenced each other. The communist party politics and the tradition of academic and cul-
tural co-operation also came together.25 On a more popular level, a sign of ‘understanding’ 
between the two countries was that in 1964 package tours to Hungary were for the first 
time organised in Finland. This told of – as the Finnish Embassy in Budapest stated – the 
‘popularisation of Hungarian-Finnish relations’.26 Tourism and travel as well as and student 
 exchange were  undoubtedly ways to re-establish the contacts between Hungary and Fin-
land.27 In the beginning of the year 1970, as a result of Kekkonen’s state visit to Hungary 
in 1969, compulsory visas between the two countries were abolished. The agreement was 
important because for the first time Hungarian citizens were allowed to travel to a non 
socialist country without visas.28 

Developing two ideas of brotherhood: tradition and progress 

If the visit in 1963 was remarkable because it was understood to be the opening of 
a new era of relations between Finland and Hungary, the visit of 1969 also had a similar 
importance. In the late 1960s, respect for Soviet interests was still paramount in the rela-
tions across the Iron Curtain. One new element in the foreign policy of Hungary was the 
increasing openness to the West. A key motivation behind it was the opportunity which 
the West offered to gain access to the latest technology and to participate in economic 
development. The first contacts in this respect were Finland and Austria. The visit paid by 
the Austrian Chancellor, Josef Klaus, in 1967, as well as Kekkonen’s visit, were given wide 
publicity.29 For Kekkonen, the tour in Eastern Europe offered an opportunity to formulate 
the Finnish position on post-Prague international politics. In 1969 there were signs of 
normalisation in international relations after the events in Prague. This might have encour-
aged Kekkonen to visit Eastern Europe.30 Therefore, the situation in 1969 resembled the 
situation in 1963: stabilisation after tension.

25 For example, the Hungarian leadership decided in autumn 1963 to grant Kustaa Vilkuna a decoration when 
he was attending an international ethnologists’ conference in Budapest. The Hungarian Socialist Workers’ 
Party (HSWP) mentioned that in addition to scientific merits, Vilkuna had had a significant role in develop-
ing Hungarian-Finnish relations. He had been active in the Hungarian-Finnish Society and in the  Hungarian 
 Ethnological Society since 1939 and in concluding the Cultural Treaty between the countries. It was also 
known that Vilkuna was among Kekkonen’s entourage and an adviser in foreign policy issues.MOL, M-KS 
288 f./32/1963 1 őe. Magyar szocialista Munkáspart Központi Bizottság Külügyi Osztálya. Előterjesztés az 
MSZMP KB Titkarságnak 3 Oct. 1963.
26 UMA, 5/C/27, Memorandum by Finnish Embassy in Budapest 30 Sept.1968.
27 On increasing mass tourism as a way of life in Hungary, see Romsics, Hungary in the Twentieth Century, 402.
28 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Yhteinen tiedonanto Suomen tasavallan presidentin tohtori Urho Kekkosen valtio-
vierailusta Unkarissa.
29 Romsics, Hungary in the Twentieth Century, 408–409.
30 Juhani Suomi, Taistelu puolueettomuudesta. Urho Kekkonen 1968–1972 (Keuruu: Otava, 1996), 232–233.
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The Hungarian activity and emphasis on visits was evident also in the fact that Hunga-
ry so often took the initiative in the contacts with the Finns.31 Before the visit, the Finnish 
Embassy in Budapest assumed that the policy of peaceful co-existence had given Finland 
a certain position in Hungary’s policy. It was stated that ‘this pleasant side of the socialist 
bloc is more evident in the case of Hungary than in other socialist countries’.32

In 1969, the old concepts were again interlinked to new ones. In this policy of kin-
ship and brotherhood, it was possible to construct the political relations by referring to 
the Finno-Ugric cultural achievements33 as well as to mutual understanding in world 
politics.

As Kekkonen expressed in his speech in Budapest, the relations between Hungary and 
Finland were founded not only on historical grounds but also on modern co-operation. 
For  example, Kekkonen praised the progress Hungary had made during the 1960s: the 
development in Hungary between the years 1963–1969 had shown ‘the high level of Hun-
garian civilisation and culture’. He emphasised both political and cultural understanding 
between the two countries. In this connection ‘kinship’ was re-evaluated as a scientific 
truth, not as a romantic speculation or a myth. In this rhetoric, the kinship was, however, 
not the only aspect of brotherhood but it was paired with the willingness to make cultural 
and commercial agreements. The concept of a small nation implied this twin brotherhood 
uniting the two countries politically, and its rhetoric was carried out with concepts of ‘kin-
ship, brotherhood, progress and small nation’.34

In Hungary, in the late 1960s the HSWP had decided that the reception of Kekkonen 
was to reflect his positive role in international policy and to emphasise the importance of 
the visit. Hungary decided to take a positive view on freedom of visas and to conclude 
a treaty of technology and economy with Finland.35 The discussions between Kekkonen 
and Kádár can be linked to the idea of mutual understanding between small nations in the 
field of international politics. Discussions of world politics and mutual interests dealt with 
the typical, actual political issues, such as the European security and commercial and eco-
nomic co-operation (CSCE) were on the agenda.36 In the official memorandum which the 
President and the Finnish Foreign Ministry gave on the state visit it is worth noticing that 

31 MOL, M-KS 288 f. /5/468 őe. Előterjesztés az MSZMP KB Politikai Bizottságnak, Péter János Budapest 16 
Aug. 1968, Kekkonen finn köztársasági elnök meghivásáról.
32 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Martti Ingman 9 Sept.1969 Budapest.
33 For example, the new Hungarian-Finnish dictionary, was a ‘neat or, in other words, smart and solid expres-
sion of the special status of Hungarian-Finnish relations’(quotation: Kustaa Vilkuna, ethnologist). UKA, Vil-
kuna Papers 1/54, Kustaa Vilkuna to President Kekkonen 14 Aug.1969; for the programme see UMA, 3/H/
Kekkonen, Kekkosen vierailu Unkariin 1969.
34 See the speeches, UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Kekkosen vierailu Unkariin 1969.
35 MOL, M-KS 288 f./5/497 őe. János Péter Budapest 18 Aug. 1969, Javaslat az MSZMP KB Politikai Bi-
zottságának, Kekkonen finn köztársasági elnök hivatalos magyarországi látogatásával kapcsolatban.
36 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Kekkosen vierailu Unkariin, Tasavallan presidentin keskustelut Unkarin p��ministeri 
Fockin kanssa 26.9.1969 klo 16.30; Tasavallan presidentti Kekkosen ja Unkarin Presidentti Losonczin keskus-
telut 27.9.1969.
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there was an expression of ‘the similarity of opinions on world politics and of the direction 
of the mutual relations between the two states’.37

The Finnish press, however, did not adopt such a positive tone: their treatment of the 
visit was not necessarily in accordance with the official line. An incident of this latter visit 
was the case of ‘muckraking journalism’ of which Kekkonen accused one reporter of the 
Finnish newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat, Lauri Karén. The codes of the official ‘liturgy’ were 
disturbed by Karén´s critical articles on Kekkonen’s visit to Hungary.

Karén had written that Hungary had shown only little interest in Kekkonen during the 
visit. Karén gave an explanation: the Soviet Union disliked the potentially increasing con-
tacts between Hungary and neutral countries. He believed that the atmosphere in Czecho-
slovakia and Rumania had been much warmer towards Kekkonen. Karén had discussed 
with some British and French diplomats, who had also considered that the reception was 
rather cool. Maybe Karén’s tone was coloured by French or British opinions.

Typical to Finnish political culture, the President made his attitude to Karén’s articles 
clear. He accused Lauri Karén ‘of taking a waste bin instead of a pen’ with him to Hunga-
ry.38 Nevertheless, the Hungarian appraisals of Kekkonen’s visit in 1969 have pointed out 
the huge publicity which was given to it in Hungary.39

Towards updated friendship and understanding – on Hungarian 
conditions?

During the 1970s the dualist idea of ‘brotherhood’ was further developed: contem-
porary questions brought ‘modern friendship’ to the limelight. The concept of friendship 
was gaining more weight at the expense of the idea of kinship. The new image was that 
Hungary and Finland could become members of the international community. Instead of 
the Finnish-Hungarian sense of tradition, the contemporary political circumstances and 
goals made an impact on the statements concerning mutual relations.

Up to 1969, the 1960s had been the period of establishing and consolidation in Hun-
garian-Finnish relations. In the 1970s, however, an increase in sheer volume of interchange 
at political, state and diplomatic, cultural, economic and civil society levels took place. 
Political relations and the visits were more open than in the 1960s, when the images of 
Hungary and Kádár were still undeveloped in Finland. In time the relations between Fin-

37 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Kekkosen vierailu Unkariin 1969, Tasavallan Presidentin Unkarin vierailun tiedon-
anto. 1.10.1969; Yhteinen tiedonanto Suomen tasavallan presidentin tohtori Urho Kekkosen valtiovierailusta 
Unkarissa.
38 UKA, Kekkonen Papers 41/88, 41/89, Lehtileikkeet. Valtiovierailu Romaniaan, Unkariin ja Tshekkoslovaki-
aan 1969. Helsingin Sanomat 27 Sept. – 1 Oct. 1969.
39 See for example Romsics, Hungary in the Twentieth Century, 409; MOL, M-KS 288 f./5/497 őe. János Péter 
Budapest 18 Aug. 1969 Javaslat az MSZMP KB Politikai Bizottságnak, Kekkonen finn köstársasági elnök 
hivatalos magyarországi látogatásával kapscolatban.
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land and Hungary improved on both intergovernmental and civil society level as the reper-
cussions of the 1956 faded away.

It is possible to say that the Finnish “eastern” foreign politics and Hungarian eagerness 
to “western” domestic development came together. Therefore, in the 1970s, after establish-
ing the bridge between Finland and Hungary, the theme of friendship was outwardly as 
central as ever. The main point was that differences of opinion did not affect friendship and 
understanding of the two countries. Both Finns and Hungarians emphasised their mutual 
interests and the similar roles in the international arena.

When President Pal Losonczi visited Finland in August 1971, the Hungarians were 
especially keen on discussing Finnish views on the CSCE, and the commercial relations be-
tween the countries, including co-operation in the fields of technology, science and econ-
omy. The Hungarian expert in these questions was Deputy Prime Minister Miklos Ajtai. 
That he was not a member of the politburo was interpreted by the Finnish Ambassador 
Martti Ingman to mean that the Hungarians intended to loosen the grip of the party on 
matters of technology.40 The interest in technology, economy and agriculture can be seen 
in the visit plan of Losonczi. The program can also be analysed as a wish of the Finns to 
show clean nature, construction technology and technical skills – tradition and the modern 
side of Finland.41

The discourse of the Finnish/Hungarian “good relations”, however, still offered a role 
to ‘tradition’. For example, the trend of the conversations between the two Presidents in 
1971 was that good relations arose from tradition, on which the countries now could 
build ‘more modern’ relations. They would answer to the needs of the present day. This 
‘need’ was now about economy, technology, industry and society. Hungary was interested 
in co-operation in health care and to conclude an agreement on co-operation in science 
and technology. Both Kekkonen and Losonczi saw the idea of tradition as the bridge to 
modernity. Furthermore, it can be maintained that the ‘new’ Finnish-Hungarian relations, 
established from the 1960s onwards, were now regarded also as a tradition.42

Nevertheless, in addition to the old clichés of kinship, a new context for the Finnish-
Hungarian relations emerged as the concept of mutual understanding of the international 
politics was developed.43

In 1971, in the talks with Losonczi, Kekkonen defined the Finnish line in international 
politics as ‘an active policy of neutrality’ which had been, in co-operation with the Soviet 
Union, consolidated as a part of European political reality. The relations with the Soviet 
40 UMA, 4/J/Unkari, Losonczi, Pal vierailu Suomeen v. 1971, Martti Ingman 27 July 1971 Budapest.
41 UMA, 4/J/Unkari, Unkarin kansantasavallan puhemiesneuvoston puheenjohtajan ja rouva Pál Losonczin 
valtiovierailu Suomeen 23.–26. elokuuta 1971. Ohjelma.
42 UMA, 4/J/Unkari, Losonczi, Pal vierailu Suomeen v. 1971, Muistiinpano Suomen Tasavallan Presidentin 
Urho Kekkosen ja Unkarin Kansantasavallan Puhemiesneuvoston Puheenjohtajan Pál Losonczin v�lisist� viral-
lisista keskusteluista Presidentin linnassa 23.8.1971 klo 15.30–17.30. 
43 UMA, 4/J/Unkari, Losonczi, Pal vierailu Suomeen v. 1971, Joint Communique on the State visit of the Pre-
sident of the Presidential Council of the Hungarian People’s Republic, Mr. Pál Losonczi and Madame Losonczi 
to the Republic of Finland.
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Union were extremely important to Finland. The prolongation of the Treaty on Friendship, 
Co-operation and Mutual Assistance by 20 years had set ‘our consolidated good relations 
with the Soviet Union outside speculations as a process of change was starting in Europe’. 
Kekkonen placed the Finnish foreign policy as a part of a ‘more stable and peaceful status 
quo’. This was connected to the aspirations to realise the plans for a European Security Meet-
ing. Losonczi, for his part, stated that the mainstay of Hungarian foreign policy was the rela-
tions with the Soviet Union and other socialist countries; close co-operation with them was 
one of the factors which had ‘helped us to the calm situation which now prevails in Europe’. 
Losonczi aligned the Finnish active policy of neutrality with the policy of ‘the progress-
loving forces’ which had stabilised Europe, i.e. brought about the situation in which there 
had been no war in Europe for 26 years and the international tension had eased.44

The concept of friendship was central for both Finnish and Hungarian rhetoric. 
Friendship described both state level and civic society relations. The Finnish interpretation 
of ‘popular diplomacy’ and the role of the state were put in a way that the initiatives of 
the civic society and the official arrangements together apparently guaranteed best results. 
Kekkonen also referred to the economic problems with the idea of understanding: ‘It has 
sometimes been jokingly said about the trade between Finland and Hungary that both par-
ties are equally dissatisfied with its development’. Thus also economic relations and trade 
was linked to the idea of friendship: getting actively acquainted with the other would help 
in removing obstacles. Simultaneously the development of the economy was linked to the 
idea of being members of the international community and having an important mission 
in it. Both countries had been pawns in Great Power policy game – even this had helped to 
understand each other. Thus Finland and Hungary had been on the same side in the past 
and so they were in the present.45

The Finnish newspapers did not cause any reason for uneasiness to Hungarian relations 
in 1970s. This consensus was transmitted in Kekkonen’s words, cited also by the leading 
conservative paper, Uusi Suomi, according to which ‘despite their different social systems, 
Finland and Hungary have created consolidated forms for mutual communication’. Thus 
both countries had advanced ‘the developing tendency of European policy which aims at 
creating more mutual contacts between countries with different social systems’. The paper 
estimated that Hungary aimed at becoming an interpreter for East European countries in 
East-West questions, like the Berlin Treaty.46

When János Kádár visited Finland in August 1973, the leading Finnish newspaper 
 Helsingin Sanomat noted that this was the first time Kádár visited a capitalist country and 

44 UMA, 4/J/Unkari, Losonczi, Pal vierailu Suomeen v. 1971, Muistiinpano Suomen Tasavallan Presidentin 
Urho Kekkosen ja Unkarin Kansantasavallan Puhemiesneuvoston Puheenjohtajan Pál Losonczin v�lisist� viral-
lisista keskusteluista Presidentin linnassa 23.8.1971 klo 15.30–17.30.
45 UMA, 4/J/Unkari, Losonczi, Pal vierailu Suomeen v. 1971, Suurl�h. Ingmanin laatima puheluonnos; Un-
karin Kansantasavallan Puhemiesneuvoston Puheenjohtajan puhe juhlap�iv�llisill� Tasavallan Presidentin Lin-
nassa Helsingiss� 23.8.1971. 
46 Uusi Suomi (Helsinki), August 24,1971.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   124 2011-11-25   12:51:35



WEEReview i/2011 125

Policy of Friendship

that he was received like a head of state even though he was not the President of his coun-
try. This was not really a critical remark since – to make a comparison – the paper men-
tioned that also other East European party leaders had been received similarly in France 
and the United States.47

At that time, in the diplomatic reports, the east-west politics were discussed thorough-
ly. Before the visit, Ambassador Paul Jyrk�nkallio delineated the Hungarian political line: 
in foreign policy it followed the Soviet line and lacked ‘any distinctive features worth men-
tioning’. Unlike Romania, Hungary followed the Soviet line without reservations in order 
to be able to loosen the strains in domestic policy and pursue such economic policy which 
could ‘increase the welfare and comfort of the private citizen’. According to Jyrk�nkallio, 
it was only the more Western way to express things which might give cause to think that 
Hungary would have any independent views of foreign policy. The official line on Euro-
pean détente was identical with other socialist countries.48

In domestic policy a more individual policy was followed: Jyrk�nkallio stated that 
Hungary strove to create – without keeping noise about it and without articulating the 
final goal because of past experiences – a socialist society with a human face. Hungary 
tried to take into account also of the wishes of the new generation and to create a viable 
environment in which the people could feel at home and would not risk rising against so-
cialist society. There was some flexibility, but if someone was about to overstep permissible 
borders he/she would get a swift, although ‘not lethal’ reminder. Also the cultural policy 
followed this line. Seen from the Finnish viewpoint and in the light of the information 
received by the embassy, it seemed that nowhere else in the socialist bloc the intellectual 
life was so free.49

Both Kekkonen and Kádár emphasised in their conversations their mutual interests 
in the international politics. There were, however, differences. They defined the Finnish 
policy in principle in the same way, but Kádár’s ‘acceptance’ of Finnish neutrality meant 
essentially a soviet interpretation of neutrality. Kádár explained that the Finnish policy was 
also in the Hungarian interest, even though the countries disagreed especially on the ques-
tion of the relations with the EEC. Kádár defined the Finnish policy as a ‘policy of positive 
neutrality’ and thanked Finland for taking the initiative for the CSCE and on the German 
question. He remarked that the Finnish policy had sometimes gone against the West but 
that it had been the right policy. He was also thankful for Finland’s correct attitude towards 
Hungary in 1956. And later Kádár emphasised: ‘Differences of opinion may not endan-
47 Helsingin Sanomat (Helsinki) September 26, 1973. Kádár’s programme, covered by the press, included 
a wreath on Paasikivi’s grave, an Embassy reception and visits to H�meenlinna and Riihim�ki and getting 
acquainted with the Market square and the ‘businesses in the central area’ in Helsinki and a sauna in Tammin-
iemi. The programme for the spouses included the factories of Arabia, the old people’s home in Riistavuori and 
the National museum. UMA, 7/E/Unkari, Yksityiskohtainen ohjelma.
48 UMA, 7/E/Unkari 9/98 Pol–73, Paul Jyrk�nkallio 15 Sept.1973 Budapest Unkarin nykyhetken ulkopolitiik-
ka; also see 7/E/144 Unkari, Kádár, Janos vierailu Suomeen 25.–28.9.1973.
49 UMA, 7/E/Unkari 9/98 Pol–73, Paul Jyrk�nkallio 16 Sept. 1973 Budapest Unkarin nykyhetken sis�politiik-
ka; also see 7/E/ 144 Unkari, Kádár, Janos vierailu Suomeen 25.–28.9.1973.
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ger mutual co-operation and friendship’. It is hardly surprising that he drew a parallel 
between Finland and Hungary in the international field: both were small countries which 
had their roles to play in international policy but the mutual relations of which were also 
of importance. The countries operated in the same field and had similar interests although 
‘the friends also had different opinions’. Also Kekkonen pointed out that ‘connecting ties 
are much more important and numerous than the differences of opinion’.50 In his speech 
during the festive lunch Kádár yet again defined the Finnish policy as a ‘policy of positive 
neutrality’. Thus Finland and Hungary did not use peaceful co-existence only to their own 
benefit but were able to advance it also internationally. They had similar interests because 
of the CSCE and a similar role in international policy. These opinions were also conveyed 
to the Finnish public.51

In spite of the Hungarian way to represent Finland as an “eastern” friend, it is worth 
noticing that Hungary accepted the Finnish policy of neutrality in these years without con-
ditions although the Soviet Union did not.52 So it can be said that Finland and Hungary in 
a way guaranteed each other and accepted the other party’s definitions of itself. The image 
of the mutual relations was thus a kind of a mirror of a mutual understanding.

The idea of this understanding can be questioned and one can speculate on it further. 
The Finnish policy of neutrality may well have been accepted in another sense than Finland 
itself did. The Hungarian leadership had a tendency to bring the countries verbally nearer 
by putting Finland into the same ‘camp of peace’ in which Hungary itself was. At the 
same time, Hungary expressed its liberal attitude towards the co-operation with Western 
countries. Apparently, the Hungarian foreign policy was dependent on membership in the 
Eastern bloc but simultaneously Hungary defined itself also as an active party. It was pos-
sible to achieve understanding with the other party in a context which one oneself defined: 
the actual meaning of the understanding was somewhat different from the articulated one. 
Additionally, it can be speculated that the more Hungary ‘westernised’ its political image 
and the more Finland paid attention to Eastern policy, the easier it was for the countries to 
adapt to each other and align with each other’s political line.

The interpretation of the CSCE by Hungary and its criticism of the process itself53 were, 
however, not prominent in Hungarian-Finnish talks. It is easy to see that Kádár wanted 
to concentrate especially on economic relations and trade, e.g. the Finnish-COMECOM 
relations. The cultural relations were ‘excellent and flourishing’, the economic ones were 
lagging behind. Thus economy was the sector of friendship which needed improving. To 
begin with, Kádár described the Hungarian motives by defending Socialism which was, 
in his view, becoming more democratic. It stressed Hungary’s ‘Western’ features: freedom 

50 UMA, 7/E/Unkari Kádár, János vierailu Suomeen 25.–28.9.1973, Unkarin sosialistisen työv�enpuolueen 
keskuskomitean ensimm�isen sihteerin ja rouva János Kádárin vierailu Suomessa 25–28 syyskuuta 1973.
51 Helsingin Sanomat (Helsinki), September 27, 1973.
52 Juhani Suomi, Liennytyksen akanvirrassa. Urho Kekkonen 1972–1976 (Keuruu: Otava, 1998), 265–266.
53 See for example a Finnish translation of Puja’s statement in Népszabadság. UMA, Paul Jyrk�nkallio 5 
Sept.1973 Budapest. ETYK. Unkarilainen n�kemys ETYKin toisesta vaiheesta.
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of culture, contacts with the outside world through tourism etc. In this sense Kádár was 
emphasising how Hungary was becoming a more open society. Also the economic relations 
with the West were improving – especially with Austria but Kádár pointed out also the co-
operation with France and Germany and added: ‘We do not have any prejudices in these 
matters’. He suggested that despite the ‘free economy’ in Finland the Finnish government 
might encourage the Finnish economy in a direction beneficial to Hungary. The message 
was that Hungary was very liberal and tolerant in its Western relations.54

Presumably Kádár was not seeking political acceptance of ‘Kadarism’ as such but ways 
to strengthen it with economic ties with Finland. Moreover, the Hungarians wanted to 
advance direct contacts with state support whereas the Finns saw direct contacts as such as 
a positive development.

Finnish publicity was left with the understanding that Kekkonen appreciated the Hun-
garian role in the CSCE and that both countries had the same viewpoint on this issue.55 The 
public image rested again on official speeches and the image and history of the relations were 
represented in and for the media as a narrative; from the kindred interests of the scholars to 
present-day state relations.56 Kekkonen talked, however, about kinship and tradition more 
than Kádár had done and expected that even more could be built on the traditional foun-
dation. The tradition thus surpassed, for example, the ideological differences – the Finns 
wanted to be bridge-builders to countries which represented another social system.57

Bridge-builders role was reserved for Finland also in the Hungarian foreign political 
discourse in the report which Foreign Minister Frigyes Puja presented to the Hungarian Par-
liament in April 25, 1974. Equally illustrative is his article in The New Hungarian Quarterly. 
On these two occasions he defined the Hungarian motives towards the non-socialist coun-
tries; they were ‘on a correct foundation brought about by mutual interests’. Puja stated that 
‘taking advantage of the possibilities offered by the easing of international tension, we aim to 
utilise negotiations and strengthen co-operation which is beneficial to both parties, and to 
strengthen the ties between our states’. According to Puja, it was a success that Hungary had 
signed treaties with ‘almost every highly developed country’. In this connection, Puja men-
tioned especially Finland; the Hungarian-Finnish relations were ‘in many respects a good 
example’. They showed how countries which had different social systems could maintain 
intensive, high-level contacts. It can be said that the ‘visits’ were an argument with which it 
was possible to point out the success and development of the relations.

Puja also compared the relations with Finland to the ones with Austria. His conception 
of traditional friendship and contemporary scientific and economic goals suited both cases. 
In the Finnish case, the idea of tradition meant kinship, in the Austrian case the friendship 
was based on sports and culture and on being neighbours.

54 UMA, 7/E/Unkari Kádár, János vierailu Suomeen 25.–28.9.1973, Unkarin sosialistisen työv�enpuolueen 
keskuskomitean ensimm�isen sihteerin ja rouva János Kádárin vierailu Suomessa 25–28 syyskuuta 1973.
55 Uusi Suomi (Helsinki), September 26 and 27, 1973; Helsingin Sanomat (Helsinki) September 26 and 27, 1973.
56 Helsingin Sanomat (Helsinki), September 27, 1973.
57 Ibid.
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Also the Finns paid attention to Puja’s interpretation of the Finnish neutrality. Ambas-
sador Jyrk�nkallio maintained that it was essential that Puja had talked about the concept 
of neutrality in his article and had mentioned two neutral countries, Finland and Austria, 
with which Hungary had ‘especially cordial relations’ – which was shown as an example of 
peaceful co-existence. Even so, the word neutrality did not necessarily mean the same in 
both cases since Austria was referred to both in the speech and the article as ‘neutral Aus-
tria’, and there was no corresponding definition of Finland’s policy in the parliamentary 
speech at all.58

In November 1973 Puja had repeated the image of Finnish neutrality and Hungary’s 
wish to peaceful existence in his talks with the Finnish State Secretary Richard Tötterman.. 
The message seems to have been that Hungary was following the Soviet line and did not 
want to be active itself in world policy. Tötterman, in his turn, described the Finnish policy 
as a policy of peaceful co-existence which served Finnish national interests and also ben-
efited the international community. Both Puja and Nagy argued against the EEC and the 
Finnish contacts with it and maintained that they were detrimental to Hungarian-Finnish 
economical relations which were not as developed as the political and cultural ones. Puja 
couched the ‘disadvantage’ of the EEC also in more political terms: the EEC was anti-
Soviet and forestalled the progress towards the CSCE. Tötterman stressed, however, that 
Finland carried trade with both socialist and non-socialist countries, and repeated the old 
Finnish dogma of direct contacts advancing cultural relations.59 Yet politically the EEC 
had become an issue which did not fit in with the normal friendship rhetoric in which 
both parties had allowed the other to interpret the content of the definitions. Even so, the 
Hungarian publicity defined Finland as a friendly country towards Hungary in the begin-
ning of 1976. The Secretary of the Central Committee of the HSWP, Gynes, explained in 
Népszabadság that according to the principles of peaceful co-existence, Hungary strived for 
mutually beneficial relations with the neighbouring Austria and the friendly Finland, and 
also with the Federal Republic of Germany, France and Italy. Relations to economically 
developed capitalist countries – also to the United States – belonged to this policy.60

The existence of the good relations was explained rather by contemporary conditions, 
by the ‘new tradition’ of the relations than by the ‘old tradition’. It consisted of such fac-
tors political like-mindedness, history of the relations and common visions concerning the 
future.

58 UMA, 12/L/Unkari, Paul Jyrk�nkallio Budapest 19 June 1974. Ulkoasiainministeri Pujan lausunnot suh-
teista Suomeen. Liite: Ulkoasiainministeri Frigyes Pujan 25.4.1974 parlamentille esitt�m�n ulkopoliittisen 
katsauksen sek� kes�ll� julkais- [sic]artikkelin Suomea koskevat kohdat.
59 UMA, 12/L/Unkari Tötterman, Richard vierailu Unkariin v. 1973, avustaja Tapani Lehtinen 15 Nov.1973 
and 23 Nov. 1973 Budapest Muistio. The central role of economy in the relations was evident also during 
Prime Minister Sorsa’s visit to Hungary; Kalevi Sorsa, Kansakoti ja punamulta. Politiikan kuvioita 1972–1976 
(Helsinki: Otava, 2003), 169–171.
60 UMA, 12/L/Unkari Suhteet, Suomi-Unkari v. 1976, Budapest 27 Jan. 1976.
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Otherness – distance and differences

At the end of 1970s, it seems to have been important for the Finns that the Hungarians 
would understand correctly the international status of both Finland and of the Hungarian-
Finnish relations. For Hungary, on the other hand, the main point seems to have been the 
image of Kádár’s Hungary and the disappearance of the memory of 1956. For Hungary, 
the Finnish relations were a practical example of peaceful coexistence between countries 
which had different social systems.61

Relations towards Finland were for Hungary a way to demonstrate the policy of its ap-
preciation towards neutral countries in general – which perhaps implies an effort to make 
them Hungary’s friends.

In Hungary, Finland and Austria were mentioned after the socialist countries ‘always 
first and in a cordial tone’. Jyrk�nkallio acknowledged the difficulties in trade and explained 
them by the fact that as industrialised countries Finland and Hungary were unknown to 
each other. Both had traditional import countries of their own, and the neighbouring 
countries were the most important trading partners. The geographical factors also had cre-
ated prejudices and practical obstacles on both sides. Normal trade would not take things 
much further, and  consequently the countries should look for possibilities in scientific and 
industrial co-operation. However, Jyrk�nkallio was not very optimistic about that either. 
It had been extremely difficult to reach agreements. In this sector, Finland was not the first 
option for Hungary; not only Germans and Austrians, but also the Swedes and the Swiss 
outdid the Finns.62 

From the Finnish point of view, Hungary stood by the Soviet Union in foreign policy, 
and its goal was to create favourable circumstances to build Socialism, unity of the socialist 
countries and solidarity with those people who were advancing the same goals in capitalist 
countries. In relations with the non-socialist countries, commercial interests were the es-
sential ones. Hungary’s line towards the EEC and the EFTA was decided by the Soviet Un-
ion, and also the policy towards the CSCE was identical with the other socialist countries. 
It was even possible that Hungary had been given a mission to be active in this, because it 
enjoyed a better reputation in the West than some other socialist countries. There were also 
reasons connected with foreign trade for this activism.63

Ambassador Jyrk�nkallio found the relations between the neutral Austria and Hungary 
interesting; in trade these relations had developed better than the Hungarian-Finnish ones, 

61 MOL, M-KS 288 f. 32/1976/159 őe. Puja Frigyes 11 September 1976 Budapest. Javaslat 10 September 1976 
Budapest KÜM. Tárgy: Látogatási koncepció Urho Kekkonen finn köztársasági elnök hivatalos magyarországi 
látogására / 1976 november 17–21/; M-KS 288 f. 32/1976/160 őe. ; MOL, M-KS 288 f. 5/703 Puja Frigyes 
15 October 1976 Budapest (KÜM) javaslat a Politikai Bizottságnak.
62 UMA, 3/h/Kekkonen, Vierailu(kutsu) Unkariin v. 1976, Paul Jyrk�nkallio 5 Nov. 1976 Budapest. Suomen 
ja Unkarin v�liset bilateraaliset suhteet.
63 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Vierailu(kutsu) Unkariin v. 1976, Paul Jyrk�nkallio 3 Nov. 1976 Budapest. Katsaus 
Unkarin ulkopolitiikkaan.
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and they were warm despite the memories of the Dual Monarchy. Austria was a rival for 
Finland as a close trading partner with Hungary. In this Jyrk�nkallio saw similarities with 
Finnish-Swedish sense of belonging together and compared the football matches between 
Hungary and Austria to the athletic competitions between Finland and Sweden.64

Since the most traditional part of the relations, culture, was in the eyes of the Finnish 
Foreign Ministry, consolidated and unproblematic, the focus was on modern themes.65 
Nevertheless, philology and ethnology were still the key issues in the treaty of cultural 
exchange but the field of co-operation had become wider, and there was a mutual wish to 
deepen and widen the contacts in different fields of science and arts. The objects of interest 
were not, however, necessarily the same. The Finnish Embassy estimated in 1971 that the 
Hungarians were more interested in Finnish science than art, and especially in gaining ben-
efit from ‘hard sciences’, whereas the Finns were interested in Hungarian art. Moreover, the 
Finns thought that the treaty on culture was not supposed to cover all cultural exchange, 
but rather to show the way and incite initiative, after which it would be possible to create 
direct contacts.66 The more diversified and ‘natural’ cultural exchange would be the better: 
after the official agreements one could proceed to striking direct contacts.

Popular level co-operation was part of policy of friendship: It is hardly surprising that 
in the 1970s, it was almost repeatedly mentioned that the economic relations would have to 
be raised to the same level as the cultural ones. But even the wishes concerning the cultural 
and scientific relations were now more extensive and detailed: it was hoped for more and 
faster progress in co-operation in natural and social sciences. The present goal was to realise 
the working plan for cultural co-operation for the years 1976–77: a common television 
series, co-operation in translations and a general widening of the field of co-operation.67 
Some issues might be delicate from the Hungarian point of view: purchasing of the real 
estates of the Finnish Embassy by the Finns, foundation of the Hungarian-Finnish Society 
(the Hungarians had only one friendship society, namely with the Soviet Union) and the 
joint film project Fenyő és gránit (Fir-tree and granite).68 The Hungarian expectations were 
not necessarily dramatically far-reaching but nevertheless relatively high.

Cultural relations had anyhow been stabilised but there was still ground for widening 
and improving them. The problem was that the Hungarian ‘free cultural life’ could not be 

64 UMA, 7/E/Unkari 9/98 Pol–73, Paul Jyrk�nkallio 15 Sept. 1973 Budapest Unkarin nykyhetken ulkopoli-
tiikka; also see 7/E/144 Unkari, Kádár, Janos vierailu Suomeen 25.–28.9.1973.
65 See e.g. UMA, 4/J/Unkari, Losonczi, Pal vierailu Suomeen v. 1971, Martti Ingman 27 July 1971Budapest.
66 UMA, 4/J/Unkari, Losonczi, Pal vierailu Suomeen v. 1971, Ritva-Liisa Elomaa 11 Aug. 1971 P.M. Suomen 
ja Unkarin v�linen kulttuurivaihto.
67 MOL, M-KS 288 f. 32/1976/159 őe. Puja Frigyes 11 September 1976 Budapest. Javaslat 10 September 1976 
Budapest KÜM. Tárgy: Látogatási koncepció Urho Kekkonen finn köztársasági elnök hivatalos magyarországi 
látogására / 1976 november 17–21/; M-KS 288 f. 32/1976/160 őe. ; MOL, M-KS 288 f. 5/703 Puja Frigyes 
15 October 1976 Budapest (KÜM) javaslat a POlitikai Bizottságnak.
68 MOL, M-KS 288 f. 32/1976/159 őe. Puja Frigyes 11 September 1976 Budapest. Javaslat 10 September 1976 
Budapest KÜM. Tárgy: Látogatási koncepció Urho Kekkonen finn köztársasági elnök hivatalos magyarországi 
látogására / 1976 Nov. 17–21/.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   130 2011-11-25   12:51:35



WEEReview i/2011 131

Policy of Friendship

separated from the society and party. A centralised government kept control. However, 
Jyrk�nkallio criticised also the Finnish policy and dared to write that contrary to official 
courtesies in Presidential speeches, citizens of the two nations actually knew only little of 
each other. As he put it: ‘The image of Finland is quite dim to the Hungarians, even to 
the educated ones’. This was due to the fact that the Finns still concentrated on exhibiting 
the traditional culture, although the urban public of Budapest might be more interested 
in more contemporary themes which would have changed the image of the old-fashioned 
Finland. Hungary always exhibited the modern Hungary and ‘its achievements’. To quote 
Jyrk�nkallio:69

The achievements of the semi-unknown kindred people, for example, the modern 
schools and library buildings or the masterpieces of the great Finnish Jugend-period or 
the exhibition of the excellently organised Finnish health care, would improve the im-
age of a poorly developed country and nation which Hungary still seems to have of the 
Finns. The image has hardly been improved by films of the dreary life of a smallholder 
wife or the lethal bullets etc., which were offered to the public of Budapest during the 
culture week in May 1973. A large flock of the audience made their exit midway from 
these occasions of Finnish exhibitionism.

In other words, the cultural differences between the urban Hungary and the ‘natural’ 
Finland as well as the concepts of civil society activity and organising collided. Jyrk�nka-
llio’s wish to modernise the Finnish image is a sort of equivalent to the emphasis on mo-
dernity in political speeches. Since it seemed important to the Hungarians to exhibit the 
modern Hungary of Kádár, Finland should follow the example. It seems that Jyrk�nkallio’s 
recommendations indeed did affect the later Finnish policy in cultural relations.

In 1976, it might have been on the Embassy’s advice that Kekkonen’s supper speech in 
Budapest was drafted so that one should distance oneself from the old, ‘wrong’ Finland-
image painted by folklore-clichés. The friendship was presented as ‘more correct’ and more 
up-to-date than the old images; both parties wanted to leave the romantic and ethnological 
‘shepherd in the folk costume’ -image behind and replace it with an image of an interesting 
modern partner. the civil society level was connected to the interests of the state leadership – 
as a sort of Finnish counterpart of the role the Hungarians had wanted for the government. 
In this context, Finland and Hungary actively took part in international life and the co-op-
eration between nations. This could not be done without bilateral relations; the countries
could not live isolated, they could live only relation to the others. This meant that Finland 
and Hungary were a part of the international politics and active agents within it.70

69 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Vierailu(kutsu) Unkariin v. 1976, Paul Jyrk�nkallio 5 Nov.1976 Budapest. Suomen 
ja Unkarin v�liset bilateraaliset suhteet.
70 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Vierailu Unkariin v. 1976, Luonnos Tasavallan Presidentin puheeksi unkarilaisen 
is�nn�n tarjoamilla juhlap�iv�llisill� 17.11.1976 and Luonnos Tasavallan Presidentin puheeksi h�nen tarjo-
amillaan p�iv�llisill� 18.11.1976.
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Nevertheless, the problem of the tradition remained, and the Finnish Embassy in Bu-
dapest was still worried about the old fashioned image of Finland; the problem was how 
to offer the ‘right’ one to the urban Hungarians. The public image in the media followed 
flawlessly the official political discourse. The difference in emphasis between the countries 
was that Hungary stressed the economic relations, Finland getting to know the modern 
features of the ‘friend’. The economic relations were troublesome as ever because of a lack 
of traditions, geographical distance and inability to reform. The Finnish Ambassador’s view 
that the image of Finland in Hungary was too old-fashioned had also made its way to the 
official discourse and to the media. One could say that the mission of the visit had been to 
‘update’ the friendship, and this was the also dominant trend later in the 1970s.71

Also the differences in mentality and practical work sometimes seemed difficult in the 
Finnish eyes. To quote Jyrk�nkallio’s confidential letter to a Finnish colleague: ‘I have been 
told – and I indeed do know that myself – that the Hungarians always start to act only 
at the last minute and then they improvise a lot. And in most cases everything then goes 
smoothly. But our preparations are endangered by their slackness – that is worse.’72

Common policy line?

In the late 1970s, the overall picture of the mutual relations and the Hungarian society 
were favourably evaluated by the Finnish diplomacy. To a keen eye, the image of the relations 
was more than understanding: it meant that two different political and societal cultures were 
adapting to each other. It is possible to find two reasons for the convergence of these politics: 
first, Hungary was willing not only to show the western face of Hungarian society, but also 
to persuade Finland to behave more like a socialist country in the international politics. 
Second, it was possible to found common context for Finland and Hungary, two small states 
which tried to demonstrate their existence and views in the international community.

For example, to explain the Finnish neutrality and to explain Kádárism were parallel 
aspirations: it was just these topics that Kekkonen and Kádár wanted to clarify. While visit-
ing Hungary in 1976, Kekkonen suggested that Finland and Hungary should co-operate in 
Belgrade (CSCE), because ‘our interests are strikingly similar’. To quote Kekkonen: 

By pursuing the policy of neutrality and by defining our own policy as a policy of 
neutrality we can create a lot of contacts in various directions as bridge-builders, and also 
the CSCE is based on such activity. The content of foreign policy was not endangered and 
will not change, be the title of it what it may. Our position demands that we have mutual 
confidence with the Soviet Union which is very important to the will to act for world peace 
I just mentioned.

71 UMA, 12/L/Unkari Unkarin p��ministerin vierailu Suomeen 1977, Kaarlo Yrjö-Koskinen 26 May1977 
Budapest Suomen ja Unkarin bilateraaliset suhteet.
72 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Vierailu(kutsu) Unkariin v. 1976, Paul Jyrk�nkallio 26 Oct.1976 Budapest to Ossi 
Sunell Helsinki. 
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While Kekkonen was explaining Finnish foreign policy Kádár concentrated more on 
Hungarian domestic conditions. On domestic policy he naturally had to play down the 
problems and present the Hungarian model as a success. Kádár stated in 1976 to Kekko-
nen, that Hungary was a non-homogenous state in which a single party held the power but 
also other voices were tolerated and there existed different classes, albeit not capitalists. The 
main principle in domestic policy was to follow common policy between various classes, 
the religious circles included. The main programme was to build a socialist society and to 
develop socialist democratic direction so that still wider masses would participate in the 
decision-making. Referring to the year 1956 he expressed the hope that the Finns would 
trust that there was at present a socially balanced situation in Hungary.

Kádár also dealt with travel and tourism in the political context reminding that after 
1956 the West had boycotted Hungary. However, Hungary had started to pursue a more 
open policy in travel, and tourism had indeed increased. ‘In view of Hungary’s relations 
with the West’, Kádár remarked, ‘this policy has proved to be the right one’. He admitted 
that travel had been economically beneficial. Also the Western attitude towards Hungary 
had changed.

It is evident that the memory of 1956 influenced the way Kádár presented the Hungar-
ian conditions and political line. In this sense he wanted to explain the Western image on 
Hungary, still influenced by the uprising. He also reminded Kekkonen that the Hungarian 
leadership takes care of the people who had suffered and did not want them suffer still 
more – and the people appreciated and supported this. According to Kádár in November 
1976, the Hungarian policy was based on the principle that ‘you will not give cause for 
joy to the enemy and you will not let friends down’. Kádár commented also on the inter-
national reputation of Finland and stated that, ‘as everyone knew’, Finland was a neutral 
country but Hungary belonged to the Warsaw Pact and was a People’s Republic. Hungary 
aimed at having beneficial relations with the Soviet Union, the socialist countries and the 
Third World countries, but also with the Western countries. The relations with Austria had 
improved, and there were good trade relations with West Germany.

According to the consolidated rhetoric, Kádár praised the Hungarian-Finnish relations 
and Kekkonen’s role in the CSCE and repeated the Hungarian line of how the relations 
were to be continued by high-level meetings. As always, he also advocated the state-con-
trolled direct contacts between enterprises and assured that the foreign companies had 
good possibilities to function independently in Hungary. This – although controlled and 
encouraged by the state – was largely in congruence with the Finnish aspirations.73

The emphases of Kádár and Kekkonen were not naturally quite identical, but under-
standing was reached by letting both parties interpret the idea in their own way. The same 
formula to reach understanding can also be found in the talks on neutrality which were 

73 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Vierailu(kutsu) Unkariin v. 1976, Tasavallan presidentin ja Unkarin sosialistisen 
työv�enpuolueen 1. sihteerin Janos Kadarin [sic] v�liset viralliset keskustelut 18.11.1976 Budapestissa Unkarin 
parlamenttitalossa. Muistio J. Seppinen 8 Dec.1976. Also see MOL, M-KS 288 f. 5/706 Jelentés a Politikai 
Bizottságnak Urho Kekkonen finn köztársasági elnök magyarországi látogatásáról.
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stressed in the communiqué negotiations. These talks were also the most notable proof that 
politics defined the image of the relations more strongly than the idea of kinship. Kádár de-Kádár de-
manded that the communiqué should be formulated in a way that ‘even an outsider would 
[…] get the idea that there are extensive relations between our countries’.74

Thus the political publicity was sent a message of how the parties had given their ap-
proval to each other’s policies: policy of peace was the link – although more loosely in the 
communiqué than in the talks and speeches.

According to Kádár, Hungary followed the policy of peaceful co-existence; the sup-
porters of peace aimed at defeating the obstacles built by reactionary forces. Kádár once 
again placed Finland in the camp of the pro-peace nations: Finnish ‘peace-loving foreign 
policy’ had proven its vitality. Kádár thus wanted to point out the similar interests and 
mutual understanding; he placed both countries in the peace-loving camp, but of course, 
this could be understood in many ways. In this sense Finland was for him – in his rhetoric 
– a ‘brother nation’.75

An example of Hungarian ways to articulate Finland in the context of Soviet politics, 
and at the same time to express THE Western lines of the policy: 

Significant interpretations of Finnish foreign policy and of Hungarian policy towards 
Finland were received as the new Finnish Ambassador in Budapest, Kaarlo Yrjö-Koskinen, 
was invited to have a discussion with Kádár in September 1977.

It was not Kádár’s habit to receive diplomats from non-socialist countries on other oc-
casions than during the state visits. The Ambassador interpreted this special treatment to 
be a recognition of the special status Finland had in Hungary’s policy. If there was any new 
substance in Kádár’s statements, it was the fact that he remarked how Hungary’s policy did 
not consist only of loyalty towards the Soviet Union. According to him, Hungary took care 
of its own foreign political and economical interests while taking the Soviet co-operation 
into account. Kádár praised the Finnish foreign policy: Finland had achieved ‘a far more im-
portant status than the size and specific country of Finland would have merited’. He pointed 
out that neutral Finland would have a chance to do services to ‘strengthening peace and se-
curity’ also in the future.76 Behind this rhetoric one can see the political motives of Hungary 
concerning Finland: co-operation within the CSCE was probably the foremost as a goal.

74 Ibid. The Hungarian interest to make initiatives for joint statements was again evident; Matusek emphasised 
that it was important for the Hungarians that a grand declaration would be signed during the visit. Foreign 
Minister Korhonen replied to Matusek that Finland did not usually prepare ‘this kind of declaratory docu-
ments with other countries’. He let Matusek to understand that Finland was not ready to make an exception 
even for Hungary’s sake. A statement like that had been given only with the Soviet Union in 1973, because 
then it was meant to stress the special nature of the relations between the two countries. UMA, 3/H/Kekko-UMA, 3/H/Kekko-
nen, Vierailu(kutsu) Unkariin v. 1976, Sunell 21 Sept. 1976 Tasavallan presidentin valtiovierailu Unkariin 
marraskuussa 1976; UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Vierailu(kutsu) Unkariin v. 1976, Jukka Seppinen 26 Oct. 1976 
Muistio. Tasavallan presidentin Unkarin vierailun valmistelut; suurl�hettil�s Matusekin k�ynti ulkoasiainmi-
nisteri Korhosen luona.
75 UMA, 3/H/Kekkonen, Vierailu Unkariin v. 1976, I.Sihteeri Janos Kadarin puhe 17 Nov.1976. 
76 UMA, 12/L/Unkari Suhteet: Suomi-Unkari v. 1977–1981, Kaarlo Yrjö-Koskinen 9 Sept. 1977 Budapest.
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Kádár’s notion that there were also independent and specific features in Hungarian 
foreign policy which differed from the general policy socialist bloc was new for the Finns. 
Especially activity and initiatives concerning the CSCE were new; Hungary had, for ex-
ample, made initiatives to the Western CSCE-countries for co-operation in order to carry 
out the Final Act at a bilateral level. According to the Hungarian view, a peaceful Europe 
would be built together with the progressive elements of Western Europe at the Belgrade 
meeting. Ambassador Yrjö-Koskinen estimated that even though the Soviet Union had 
naturally approved of the Hungarian initiative, first and foremost it served the Hungarian 
national interests. The interpretations and emphasis of the Final Act were typical and used 
as political means, for example, in trade disputes.

The new direction was due to the détente which had given Hungary as well as the other 
socialist countries a good opportunity to pursue its own and the bloc interests. Ambitious 
goal to develop the country and economic contacts with the West were possible to achieve 
only in the atmosphere of international détente. So the Hungarians wanted the Belgrade 
Conference to be constructive. The Finnish Embassy also thought that Hungary was bet-
ter off in human rights issues than most socialist countries and had thus better chances to 
influence the Western countries in Belgrade.

In a Hungarian review Külpolitika in April 1977, the Hungarian Foreign Minister 
Frigyes Puja had argued the Hungarian foreign policy line partly in keeping with national 
traditions and historical ties, as was the case in the relations with Austria, the Western 
social democrats and the German labour movement – but he had not mentioned Finland 
in this context. Nevertheless, the Finnish embassy in Budapest still had it that Austria and 
Finland were always the first ones to be mentioned after the non-socialist countries. With 
these countries Hungary had ‘really good relations without problems due to reasons easy 
to understand’. An essential factor in the relations with non-socialist countries was the 
commercial interests.77

The Finnish Foreign Ministry emphasised that Hungary had made similar suggestions 
to various other Western countries and that none of them, perhaps suspecting that Hunga-
ry had tactical motives, had been more positive than Finland. Most of them had not given 
an answer at all. So the Finnish attitude towards Hungarian politics between East and West 
can be characterised as relatively careful. The Political Department of the Foreign Ministry 
suggested that if the question of developing the relations on the basis of the CSCE came 
up and if the Hungarian suggestions emerged again, Finland could say that the develop-
ment had been positive in many different levels since the signing of the CSCE Final Act, 
and these achievements were compatible with the co-operation and the resources of the 
countries.78 This answer was at its best evasive.

77 The Finnish Embassy quoted Puja’s statement in Külpolitika. UMA, 12/L/Unkari Unkarin p��ministerin 
vierailu Suomeen 1977, Kaarlo Yrjö Koskinen 26 May and 11 June 1977 Budapest; Unkari: Poliittiset asenteet 
ja ETYK:n p��tösasiakirjan toteuttaminen, Budapest 7 March 1977.
78 UMA, 12/L/Unkari Unkarin p��ministerin vierailu Suomeen 1977, Jaostop��llikkö Erkki Kivim�ki Muistio 
Suomalais-unkarilaisten suhteiden kehitt�minen ETYK:in pohjalta; Unkarin ehdotukset kes�kuulta 1976.
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The Hungarians tried to attach a more ‘political’ meaning to the concept of friendship 
through the arguments of co-existence, peace and détente. When the Hungarian Prime 
Minister Lázár visited Finland in XXX, he placed Finland in his speech of toasts on the same 
side as Hungary in international questions – ‘the side of peace’. Policy which had achieved 
‘the positive support of both the Hungarian and Finnish societies’ served the national inter-
est of both countries and advanced the causes of friendship between nations and détente.79 
So yet again the Hungarians wanted to ‘politicise’ the rhetoric whereas the Finns played 
down this tune as much as possible – without changing the essentials of the liturgy.

The Finnish Embassy noted Hungarian aspirations also in the fact that the Hungarian 
press regarded the Lázár visit as a ‘top meeting’ in the same way Kádár’s visit to Romania 
and meeting with Ceausescu were rated. The newspaper Magyar Hírlap titled its article 
‘Relations without shadows’ and considered them both official and human: they were mul-
tilateral relations, relations between good friends, and in keeping with the Helsinki Final 
Act. This time also the linguistic kinship was presented as a cause. Mostly, however, the 
Hungarian media emphasised strongly the economic aspects of Lázár’s visit. Finland was 
presented as depending on foreign trade, and it was maintained that co-operation with 
socialist countries had been beneficial to Finland.

It is worth speculating whether the interpretation of Finnish policy became more ‘or-
thodox’ at the same time when Hungary was assuring to the West how it had become more 
open. For example, the organ of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, Népszabadság, 
interpreted that the Hungarian-Finnish relations were even deeper than what was recom-
mended in the CSCE Final Act – a definition of the relations which the Hungarians had 
usually used to describe the relations between socialist countries.80

As the end of the 1970s was approaching the key elements of the Finnish role in Hun-
garian foreign policy had thus become clearer. In the plenum of the Central Committee of 
the HSWP in April 1978, Kádár stated that Hungary had intensified its relations also with 
its most important trading partner, West Germany as well as with Austria, Finland, Italy, 
France and ‘many other capitalist countries’. Hungary was maintaining good relations with 
capitalist countries, although some people were doubting and fearing that this would only 
bring  ‘inflation and the negative effects of the crisis of capitalism’. However, active policy in 
this direction was necessary for Hungary because of economical reasons. His rhetoric em-
phasised the idea of peaceful co-existence: The goal of the policy was peaceful co-existence 
between states with different social systems. It was the only alternative to a world war, and 
to carry out this policy economical, cultural and social connections and visits were needed. 
According to Kádár’s rhetoric, there would not be a war between states which had benefi-
cial mutual economic ties.81

79 UMA, 12/L/Unkari Unkarin p��ministerin vierailu Suomeen 1977, Kaarlo Yrjö-Koskinen Budapest 24 May 
1977 P��ministeri ja rouva Lázárin vierailu Suomessa.
80 UMA, 12/L/Unkari Unkarin p��ministerin vierailu Suomeen 1977, Budapest/um:n tiedote 8.6.1977; Ma-
gyar Hírlap 14. and 15.6.1977; Finnish Embassy 23 June 1977 Budapest.
81 UMA, 7/E/Unkari Ulkopolitiikka 1977–1981, Finnish Embassy 14 July 1978 Budapest.
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To sum up: the Hungarians connected Finland with an interpretation which suited 
their own needs. Both in bilateral talks and in wider contexts Finland was regarded as 
a political friend. This friendship was obviously linked to the international politics in terms 
of co-existence, and it was supposed that economic advantages could be achieved by this 
policy. It can perhaps be said that in the Finnish case these economical benefits remained 
lacking but it was possible to express the idea of political friendship relatively freely.

Conclusion: policy of friendship

They key elements in the Finnish-Hungarian political relations were: firstly, rhetorical 
friendship – image of kinship and friendship – and, secondly, political and practical ques-
tions, such as economy, scientific and cultural relations. Above all was the sense that it was 
a mutual interest to get more elbow room in the international arena.

How was the feeling of ‘us’ then created between Finland and Hungary? First, the con-
cept of kinship was undoubtedly a way to establish Hungarian-Finnish relations. Second, 
the concepts of a small nation and progress were used in the political liturgy. Similarly, 
just as with the concept of kinship, these arguments referred to the ties between the two 
countries. The role of science, both in terms of the kinship aspect and technical-scientific 
co-operation was essential. In conclusion, in the 1960s two ideas of brotherhood were 
developed: the traditional and the modern one.

In the 1970s, the key concepts of the image of the Hungarian-Finnish relations were 
the versatility of the relations, friendship, understanding and modernity. For Finland, re-
lations with Hungary were – in terms of state level politics – an integral part of Finnish 
policy towards the satellite countries, even though a special one, because the civil society 
activity and tradition were exceptional. The Hungarian direction was sometimes even a bit 
crowded with visits. In the 1970s the visits of the heads of state received no such criticism 
in Finland as it had in the 1960s and they were not seen as demonstrations: the Hungary 
of Kádár had consolidated its place as a part of the foreign relations of Finland, and both 
the Foreign Ministry and the public had a positive attitude towards Hungary.

The visits and meeting between political leadership as such were no longer an ‘issue’ for 
Finland, only a way to conduct relations. For Hungary, on the other hand, they were a way 
to measure and develop the relations with non-socialist countries. The trend of the Hun-
garian political culture was to take care of the bilateral relations with visits and treaties.

The economic relations were very central in the Finnish relations with the socialist 
bloc in the 1970s because they were usually the most troublesome aspect of the relations. 
For Hungary, the correct state level relations with Finland were important in order to 
create and develop technical-scientific contacts with the West. The Hungarian focus on 
economy, trade and the CSCE as a theme already began in the 1960s but was lifted even 
to a higher plane during the visits of the 1970s. Even though the trade did not develop 
as was hoped, the relations were maintained well in all contexts: it was a friendship with 
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a tradition, and the Finns argumented that it was born among the ‘people’ because of the 
idea of kinship.

Finland was a part of Hungary’s international Western relations concerning both the 
economy and the CSCE. It is clear that Finland was not the only window to the West. Seen 
from the Hungarian point of view, it was marginal compared to Austria. However, Fin-
land was more ready than the other Western countries to conclude agreements and make 
joint communiqués which were important tools for Hungarian foreign policy. The Finnish 
foreign policy of good relations with the Soviet Union made it an easy partner, and since 
it was geographically far away, it was also ‘safer’ than Austria, for example, in the question 
of the freedom of the visa. On the other hand, the geographical distance was naturally also 
a drawback when one tried to add trade or other substance to the relations and fight the 
old clichés which the Hungarian people attached to Finland.

The concept of kinship was in time succeeded by the concept of friendship in the 
political argument. The mutual understanding in various fields could all be put under the 
umbrella of ‘friendship’. Even the economy was mentioned as a part of ‘understanding 
although, paradoxically, a bit negatively: both parties acknowledged the problems in this 
sector. It was also maintained that the friendship was working even despite differences 
of opinion and different social systems and, for example, despite the disagreement about 
the EEC.

The respect for the head of state also seems to have been an important part of the image 
of good relations and friendship. The image that was given of Kádár in Finland was un-
doubtedly positive, as was the image of Kekkonen in Hungary. As the Finnish press noted, 
Kádár was received as a head of state although he actually was the Party First Secretary. 
It is also clear that personal opinions about Kádár influenced the opinions on conditions 
in Hungary.82 In public, the central role of the party in the Hungarian society and politics 
faded, and even though the Hungarian leadership openly declared its allegiance towards 
the Soviet Union, it also managed to emphasise its own line and freedom of action Hun-
gary enjoyed. Likewise, respect for Kekkonen as a person was a part of Hungarian policy 
towards Finland and evidently also a way to demonstrate the good relations. The organ 
of the party, Népszabadság published in 11th of September1975 an article by Péter Dunai, 
called ‘The Road of the Finnish Foreign Policy’ which was a kind of book review on the 
selected speeches and articles of Urho Kekkonen translated into Hungary. Dunai wrote 
also about the visits and the mutual relations and explained that they and the peaceful co-
existence they represented were due to Kekkonen’s policy – thus the success of the policy 
was connected to the person of the head of state.  Naturally, also Kekkonen’s relations with 
the Soviet Union and his peace policy were emphasised.83 Actually it can be maintained 
that the personal interests of Kekkonen concerning Hungary had been more visible and 

82 See for example Sorsa, Kansankoti ja punamulta, 170.
83 UMA, 5/C/27 Budapestin suurl�hetystön raporttisarja, Népszabadság 11 Sept.1975. Suomen ulkopolitiikan 
tie. Urho Kekkosen valittuja puheita ja artikelleita.
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important when the relations and the images had been established in the 1960s rather than 
during the time of consolidated satellite policy in the 1970s.

In spite of all modernity it was continuously the traditional cultural sector and non-
state-level contacts such as travel and friendship activities that were seen as the most useful 
and most developed part of the relations. It seemed that Kekkonen’s urge for the scholars of 
‘national sciences’ he had expressed in 1964 had reached its aim. However, even here there 
were problems when the images were to be modernised and the old kinship images to be 
set aside. Modernity was connected to culture as well, such as to economy. Two cultures 
and societies met each other in the Hungarian-Finnish relations: for example the urban 
Budapest and the rules of the socialist society met the Finnish nature and civil society.

Friendship was also political friendship – especially from the Hungarian perspective. 
The idea that the countries had the same role in the international arena belonged to the 
discourse of the visits as well. The countries expressed their acceptance and appreciation 
for each other’s foreign policy, although in practise they linked this acceptance to their own 
political framework. For Finland, the question of neutrality was essential; for Hungary, 
it was the social progress, Kádárism. These had to be explained to the other party during 
the visits. There were also comparisons with relations between Austria and Hungary.84 The 
dilemma of neutrality can also be seen in the way the Finnish Embassy paid attention to 
others: how did the other neutral countries see Finnish neutrality?85

In the 1970s, the relations between the Finland of Kekkonen and the Hungary of 
Kádár were politically unproblematic. It was also usual to note the understanding in in-
ternational questions. In the CSCE questions Hungary was especially keen on seeking 
understanding with Finland; it was stated that the countries had the same position in the 
international field. The Hungarian-Finnish friendship, based on the idea of kinship and 
political understanding, was given as an example which served the whole international 
community well– both in the sense of peaceful co-existence and in the sense of exemplary 
cultural relations. The image of “two countries in the international field” can thus be seen 
as a continuing trend from the opening of the relations until their consolidation phase.

It can be claimed that the Kekkonen-Kádár relations made use of the old kinship 
tradition, and furthermore, the post communist and present day context still make use of 
the Kádár-Kekkonen relations. In spite of the distance, the idea and discourse of special 
friendship is still prevailing.86

84 See for example UMA, 5/C/27 Budapestin suurl�hetystön r-sarja 1977, Finnish Embassy 4 Nov. 1977 Budapest.
85 UMA, 5/C/27 Budapestin suurl�hetystön raporttisarja v. 1976, Paul Jyrk�nkallio 9 Dec.1976 Budapest. 
Asia: Suomi ja puolueettomien kerhot.
86 See the rhetoric in these recent publications: Suomen Budapestin-suurlähetystö/Finnország budapesti nagykövet-
sége. 20 vuotta historiaa/20 év története, ed. Jaakko Sievers (Győr: Suomen suurl�hetystö/Finn Nagykövetség, 
2009).
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Introduction

The Soviet influence on the peace movements in Western Europe during the Cold 
War is a much debated and extensively politicized, but sparingly studied issue. I will 
enlighten this aspect to some extent and give a short illustration of the foremost and 

the most noisy and influential peace movement in Finland in those days, the Rauhanpuo-
lustajat (Defenders of Peace). However, my main point goes a bit further: to describe and 
analyze how this kind of influence affected the political culture in a country that was a sort 
of “go-between” in the  Europe of the 1970s and 1980s. What does the fact, that the Rau-
hanpuolustajat, an organization, which by the bulk of the elite and population was clearly 
considered to be a Communist front organization, could achieve remarkable acceptance and 
even influence, reveal of the political culture in Finland? And to go even further: how did all 
this affect the biggest right wing party in Finland, since usually in the Western world it was 
precisely the right wing / Conservative / Christian Democrat parties, which had the deepest 
suspicions towards contemporary peace movements?

The question is all the more interesting since the Finnish position was a very delicate 
and unique one throughout the duration of the Cold War. Officially the country advocated 
the policy of neutrality and liked to associate itself with Scandinavia and the Scandinavian 
welfare state. Finnish neutrality was recognized by the leading Western powers and the fact 
that Finland hosted the final summit of the Conference for Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope at Helsinki in 1975 gave credibility to the claim of neutrality – or at least to the West-
ern sense that a Socialist revolution and submission to the Warsaw Pact bloc was no longer 
imminent. In Finland’s domestic policy, there was a genuine multi-party system where elec-
tions were considered to be honest by everyone, the Communist Party had less than 20% 
of the votes in the parliamentary elections and was more often than not in opposition or 
a minor Government party, and freedom of travel and freedom of the press existed.
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However, at the same time, almost everyone assumed that Finnish neutrality had a cer-
tain flavour that the neutrality of Sweden, Austria and Switzerland lacked. This distinction 
proved to be a burden for the Finns.

First of all, although Finland was not a Warsaw Pact country, it had a special military 
pact with the Soviet Union: the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Aid, signed in 
1948 and always renewed well and with pomp long before expiry was due. The Soviet Union 
also had influence on Finnish foreign, domestic and economic policy. It was inconceivable 
that anyone could be elected the President or even enter the Government without Soviet 
acceptance, and it was clear that the hiccups in signing a trade agreement with the EFTA in 
1961 and with the EEC in 1973 were the results of this special relationship with the Soviet 
Union. It was also easy to detect that even though there existed freedom of the press, the 
Finns unmistakeably exercised self-censorship whenever the Soviet Union was concerned – 
and maintained selective moralist attitudes when one had to deal with the Eastern bloc or 
Third World human rights. The Foreign Ministry tried to balance the act by adopting mostly 
a passive line,1 but the media and the political parties did not have such scruples.

All of this also affected the right wing / Conservative opposition party, Kansallinen 
Kokoomus (National Coalition Party). Because of Soviet displeasure, it was especially dif-
ficult for this party to be admitted to the Government. For 21 years – from 1966 to 1987, 
it failed in joining the Government. Therefore, the party’s main goal was to break this isola-
tion and deadlock by proving that it was indeed a party that was reliable in foreign policy 
– a party that supported the long-time President Urho Kekkonen (who was a somewhat 
authoritarian character) and the friendship policy towards the Soviet Union.

Especially the youth organization, Kokoomuksen Nuorten Liitto (Youth Union of the 
National Coalition, here later the KNL) was active in these aspirations during the 1970s 
and the 1980s. The peace movement was one of those forums where it thought it could 
prove its reliability in foreign policy, or at least demonstrate that it did not represent the 
contemporary European or American right wing orientation (especially Thatcherism and 
Reaganism).

This was unique in the ideological European and American reference group of the 
KNL. Practically everywhere else right wing / Conservative parties and organizations and 
their youth organizations rejected all thoughts of cooperation with those peace movements 
that they considered to be Soviet-led, and treated even other peace movements often as 
misled, naive idealists. In fact, many Conservative youth organizations of the 1970s and 
1980s in Europe and America were more right wing than their parties – more neoliberal 
in economic policy and more hawkish in the Cold War. The KNL represented the other 
extreme, advocating détente, good relations with the Warsaw Pact and especially with the 
Soviet Union. It also defended the European peace movements that emerged in the late 

1 Of Finnish foreign policy, see for example Timo Soikkanen, Presidentin ministeriö II – Uudistusten, ristiriitojen 
ja menestyksen vuodet 1970–1981. Ulkoasiainhallinto ja ulkopolitiikan hoito Kekkosen kaudella (H�meenlinna: 
Karisto Oy, 2009), passim.
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1970s after NATO decided to place the so-called Euromissiles in Europe as a countermeas-
ure to the Soviet Union’s new SS 20 missiles, which had been recently placed in Eastern 
Europe. The leaders of the KNL finally decided that the organization would seek member-
ship in the most load peace movement, the Rauhanpuolustajat, although this organization 
had a very Communist reputation.

Concerning the question of the peace movement, however, this policy backfired against 
the party and the KNL since the movement, in the end, was considered also by the bulk of 
the part’s and KNL’s supporters to be a Soviet- and Communist-led organization. Indeed, 
there were limits to where that part of the population which considered itself patriotic and 
conservative could be pushed.

Rauhanpuolustajat – a Soviet-committed peace movement

Although neutral pacifism had its heyday in Finland in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
the position of the Rauhanpuolustajat was very ambivalent. Although the organization 
claimed to be neutral, its activities and public statements did little to give credibility to 
these claims, as did the fact that it was a member of the World Peace Council – widely 
considered to be a Soviet front organization. Later it was also revealed that, like the World 
Peace Council, the Rauhanpuolustajat had received most of its funding from Moscow. 
Regrettably – but also revealingly – , there still is no impartial academic study on the 
Rauhanpuolustajat; the history of the organization is written by one of its former leaders, 
who represented the radical revolutionary minority wing of the Communist Party, Mirjam 
Vire-Tuominen.2

It was also the composition of the leadership of the Rauhanpuolustajat that made even 
the most convinced pacifists have doubts about the organization’s sincerity. The leadership 
was occupied by the staunchest defenders of the friendship policy with the Soviet Union: 
the radical revolutionary minority wing of the Communist Party and President Kekko-
nen’s Centre Party, which, although it was a non-socialist party, was extremely orthodox in 
questions of foreign policy – and the party itself, not only its youth organization, was also 
a member of the Rauhanpuolustajat. There were also some radical Social Democrats, who 
represented the party’s neoleftist new generation, among the leadership of the Rauhanpuo-
lustajat, but the bulk of that party was treated with some suspicion in the organization – 
and a conservative was a really rare bird and traditionally not a welcomed addition to the 
membership. Even 1979 the non-Communist Chairman of the organization, author Paavo 
Rintala, referred very nonchalantly and in a belittling way to some moderate right-wing 
members, who did not, in his opinion, amount to much.3

2 Mirjam Vire-Tuominen, Rauhaa rakentavaa työtä. Suomen rauhanpuolustajien viisi vuosikymmentä. Julk. De-
mokraattinen sivistysliitto ry (Helsinki: Yliopistopaino, 2003).
3 Juhlakonferenssi 21.–22.4.1979, Helsinki. Rauhan Puolesta –julkaisusarja. Julk. Suomen Rauhanpuolustajat ry 
(Helsinki: J-paino Ky, 1979), 26.
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On the other hand, almost any conservative would traditionally have been ashamed to 
confess that he or she was a member of the Rauhanpuolustajat. It would have been similar 
to confessing a sin, a bad habit, weakness of character or such naivety that would have ques-
tioned the person’s ability to judge things rationally. The popular saying among the conserva-
tives was that Rauhanpuolustajat was against only every second nuclear weapon in the world.

The Rauhanpuolustajat had also given ample ammunition to its opposition by its pro-
Soviet orthodoxy. In 1956, the organization had condemned England, France and Israel 
because of the Suez war, but did not even mention the Soviet Union when it dealt with 
the events in Hungary in the same paper. On the contrary: it took the trouble to disap-
prove any attempts to utilize the Hungarian events in the Cold War propaganda. It had 
also approved, without any reservation, the occupation of Czechoslovakia in 1968 and 
blamed only the West for it, especially the West German and American warmongers, while 
expressing its gratitude that the Soviet Union had removed this grievous danger. It did 
the same in the case of Afghanistan in 1979: it issued a declaration that placed the fault 
upon the United States, Pakistan, China and certain Arabic countries. “Imperialism” and 
“reactionary forces” had attacked the revolution in Afghanistan and made a foreign inter-
vention, against which Afghanistan had asked for help from the Soviet Union and had 
duly received this help. As a result of the Soviet actions, the conditions in the country had 
been stabilized, many political prisoners had been liberated and a massive bloodbath had 
been prevented. All in all, it had been “a bitter countermeasure against imperialism”.4 The 
interpretation was thus exactly the same as that of Moscow. No wonder the organization 
had been awarded the Lenin Prize already in 1966.

In the late 1970s, however, the Rauhanpuolustajat enjoyed more authority than be-
fore, when it had been treated almost universally with contempt or rejection outside the 
Communist Party (and non-Communists were 80% of the electorate). In the late 1970s, 
because of the Euromissiles and the Reagan Presidency, the peace movement in general 
had started to attract the new generation much more than the older one (who could never 
forget nor forgive the Winter War). The new generation was often apt either to forget the 
political background of the Rauhanpuolustajat or to dismiss it as irrelevant, since peace was 
such an important issue and Ronald Reagan was such a bad man that the political colour 
of any pacifist was irrelevant. Of course, many were quite sincere in these beliefs. And 
many of those, especially in politically active circles, who did see the nature of the Rau-
hanpuolustajat had started to consider membership or cooperation with the organization as 
tactically advantageous – supporting such an organization was proof of reliability and of an 
acceptable way of thinking in foreign policy. In addition, it could also attract non-political 
pacifist votes. Although there were also other, more neutral, peace organizations to choose 
from (like the Sadankomitea, Committee of a Hundred), the Rauhanpuolustajat was the 
most visible and politically important one.

4 Afganistan – Iran – Islam. Rauhan Puolesta –julkaisusarja. Published by Suomen Rauhanpuolustajat ry (Hel-
sinki: J-paino Ky, 1980), passim.
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This could be seen also in the fact that for any citizen it was in fact very difficult to 
avoid membership in the Rauhanpuolustajat in one sense: numerous political and other 
organizations had joined the Rauhanpuolustajat collectively, for example the youth organi-
zations of the Communist Party, the Social Democratic Party and the Centre Party and 
almost all student bodies. Thus a Finn could be a member of the Rauhanpuolustajat many 
times over without ever knowing. This, of course, for individuals had little practical mean-
ing – but it reveals the fact that even though the organization was clearly one-sided (a fact 
widely recognized), the political culture not only approved, but also saw the organization 
as an opportunity to score political points.

Pacifism, as such, was an issue at the turn of the decade (1970s to 1980s) that was dif-
ficult to challenge without being labelled a warmonger or otherwise politically unreliable – 
a person without feelings or sense of responsibility towards the future. One example of this 
thought’s popularity was the Finnish entry in the 1982 Eurovision Song Contest. Hannu 
Kojo’s Nuku pommiin was a pacifist rock song warning about nuclear war and recommend-
ing peaceful negotiations. However, according to Eurovision’s rules, the song had to be 
sung in Finnish. As a result, the European audience hardly understood the song’s theme 
and could only hear its noisiness. As melody was not the artist’s strong point, Finland 
maintained its traditional last place in the competition, without earning any points from 
any country – whereas Germany won the competition with a pacifist song with melody 
next year, Nicole’s Ein bisschen Frieden.

The National Coalition Party and the KNL 
– getting off the right wing stigma

The National Coalition Party was founded in December 1918. It was the traditional 
Conservative party in Finland that had been the advocate of Finnish nationalism and main-
tained the slogan “home, religion, fatherland”. Further, it had traditionally been a pro-
German party, at least in the sense that its philosophical influence had come from 19th 
century Germany, from Hegel. Germany was the best-known foreign country in Finland 
(after Sweden), German was the first foreign language taught at school, and Finland had 
fought alongside Germany in 1918 and from 1941 and 1944.

The party, however, differed from many European right wing parties by remaining 
democratic even during the 1930s. Its roots were in a popular movement of the 19th cen-
tury, and even after it became more Conservative it never believed that democracy could 
be challenged in Finland. In fact, it defeated the semi-Fascist movement in Finland in the 
1930s by advocating British Conservatism and the Nordic tradition of individual liberty. 
Thus the party had managed to survive after the Second World War.5

5 Vesa Vares, Kokoomus ja demokratian kriisi 1929–1939. In: Suomalaiskansallinen Kokoomus. Osa 2. Kansallisen 
Kokoomuspuolueen historia 1929–1944 (Helsinki: Edita, 2007), 12–373.
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The party, however, operated in the margins in many senses after 1944. Until 1970 it 
was clearly smaller than the “Big Three” – the Social Democrats, the Agrarian Union (re-
named the Centre Party in 1965), the Communists – , receiving approximately 12–15% 
of the votes, and it was practically always outside the Government. The Soviet Union was 
extremely suspicious of the party, which is not surprising given the party’s character and 
past (it was also the party of Big Business). But the traditional line of the party had been 
that Soviet favour should not be looked after as other parties had promoted – because that 
would not be patriotic. President Kekkonen was treated with utmost suspicion because 
it was thought that he used foreign policy issues to eliminate his domestic opponents. In 
addition, one could not tell whether he realized that good relations with the Soviet Union 
should always be treated only as an inescapable necessity, not as a virtue. A communist was 
always a communist, and the traditional patriotic line of “home, religion, and fatherland” 
was not to be sacrificed for the approval of a foreign power and for some meaningless, oc-
casional minister portfolios.6

In the 1970s however, the conditions drastically changed. A new generation entered 
politics in the National Coalition Party, the following of the party increased (to almost 
20%; it passed the following of the Centre Party and the Communists) and many old val-
ues were either openly abandoned or quietly shelved.

The new generation, the avant-garde that made up the new leadership of the KNL, 
differed from the older one almost in everything. It openly rejected Conservatism both as 
an ideology and as a mentality; it did not refer to itself as right wing; it strongly supported 
President Kekkonen and the official foreign policy and it started actively to seek direct 
contact with the Soviet Union. The old party line was seen as the reason why it was almost 
impossible for the party to be included in the Government. Moreover, the new genera-
tion adopted many up-to-date themes because they were the themes of the generation in 
general: anti-imperialism, peace movement, Third World countries, social policy, environ-
ment, equal rights etc.

The final result was that the National Coalition Party of the 1970s and 1980s was 
a party of which individuals could draw similar conclusions to those that American pro-
fessors said about Sweden during the 1990s: “Even the Conservatives of this country are 
so left that Bill Clinton would not dare to show up with them.” The party was also the 
”most left wing” in almost any comparison in its reference group: it joined the European 
Democratic Union (the cooperation organization of European Conservative and Christian 
Democratic parties) but it was the one that always made reservations on foreign policy is-
sues or on neoliberalist thinking. Much of this was decidedly the youth organization’s, the 
KNL’s, achievement.7

6 Vesa Vares, Suomalaiskansallinen Kokoomus. Osa 3. Kansallisen Kokoomuspuolueen historia 1944–1966 (Hel-
sinki: Edita, 2008), passim. 
7 Vesa Vares, Kaksi askelta edellä. Kokoomuksen Nuorten Liiton historia 1928–1996 (Juva: WSOY kirjapaino, 
1999), passim.
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To illustrate the context in which the KNL decided to pursue membership of the 
Rauhanpuolustajat (and had the Party’s support) some examples of its general position and 
general statements should be made. They are not given here as examples of the organiza-
tion’s “errors” – although bringing them up is still evidently very painful to some of the 
former KNL leaders –, but they are shown as examples of the political culture of the day: 
what did even a right wing organization feel that it had to do in order to gain acceptance 
in that political culture?

Some of the decisions and expressions were quite unique in a European right wing or-
ganization, the decision to seek membership of the profoundly Soviet-minded Rauhanpuo-
lustajat perhaps not even the most extreme one. But these decisions and expressions belong 
to a time, when other things seemed to be self-evident than today: the strength of the 
Soviet Union, the continuity of Socialism in Europe, the decay of the American power in 
international politics, Watergate, the danger of a nuclear holocaust, the economic recession 
in the West after the oil crisis, the existence and success of collectivism and state regulation 
in economic policy etc.

The activists in the KNL did everything in their power to prove, that although they were 
not Socialists and did not approve of collective power over the rights of the individual (they 
did, for example, condemn the collectivism of Social Democracy), they were not right wing 
or Conservative at all either. Some of them labelled themselves in the inside correspond-
ence of the KNL – or of the party’s student organization Tuhatkunta (A Committee of 
a Thousand) – as left wingers or anarchists and confessed that it was the Left, not the Right, 
that always brought about the changes and the progress; the Lefts’s main drawback was, 
however, its tendency to emphasize the rights of the collective over those of the individual. 
They also frequently commented that it would not be a loss, but a gain, if the right wing of 
the National Coalition Party resigned from the party. In fact, this was recommended even 
though it would mean losing votes, because then the remaining part of the party would be 
considered anti-rightist and capable of cooperation with the Centre and the Left and reli-
able in foreign policy.8 There were even some plans with the radicals of the Centre Party 
to create a new non-Socialist party or at least an electoral alliance or organization for close 
cooperation. The KNL also actively advocated the so-called Exceptional Law that cancelled 
the 1974 Presidential elections and prolonged the Presidency of Kekkonen by another four 
years without any election. 

The strong leaders of this movement, who also clearly enjoyed the favour of Presi-
dent Kekkonen and had concrete contacts with the Soviet Union, were Ilkka Kanerva 
(Chairman of the KNL 1971–76) and Anders Blom (Chairman 1977–79). They were very 
young, only in their early twenties when elected, and at the turn of the decade from 1970s 
to 1980s Kanerva had just turned 30 and Blom was even a few years younger. The British 
Embassy analyzed Kanerva’s political nature in 1976 as follows:

8 See for example Muistio eduskuntavaalivalmisteluista 28.2.1978. Järjestöpoliittinen toimikunta, PTA. (=Porva-
rillisen Työn Arkisto, Archives of the National Coalition Party).
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Born 1948. Graduated from Turku University in 1972 when he became Chairman of 
the KNL. The ‘angry young man’ of the Conservative Party and has frequently criticised 
the party leadership for failing to control adequately the more outspoken anti-Commu-
nists in the party. Not popular outside KNL and thus failed to become one of the party’s 
 Vice-Chairman at the May 1975 Party Congress. Member of the Parliament since Septem-
ber 1975.9

Kanerva, Blom and their followers were extremely orthodox in their anti-Conservatism 
and in defending President Kekkonen’s foreign policy, especially in public. For example in 
his 1973 Chairman’s Speech, Kanerva dealt with foreign policy and progressive domestic 
policy. He maintained that the Finnish foreign policy line would advance the cause of hu-
manity worldwide and would help to bring about a Europe where equality would govern 
and all nations would be secure. An especially good sign was that West Germany had final-
ly made agreements with the Soviet Union and Poland and that the German Democratic 
Republic had been recognized internationally. Kanerva had also participated in the World 
Youth Festival in East Berlin the same year and praised both this festival and the meeting 
of the peace movements of the world in Moscow. In the same way as Finland in détente, 
the KNL could act as a mediator and bridge-builder in questions that interested the youth 
both in the East and West. Because of this role, one had to take part without prejudices 
in international  meetings of different organizations and to build contacts.10 This was no 
doubt an answer to those more traditional members of the KNL who had thought that 
a decent right-winger should not have attended a totalitarian Communist festival at all.

In 1977 Blom stated the official line for the KNL by emphasizing the official foreign 
policy, the faultless merits of Kekkonen and the importance of Lenin in recognizing the 
Finnish independence in 1917. According to him, no opposition against the official for-
eign policy could be tolerated in the party. The party had to stand behind the “Kekkonite” 
(kekkoslainen) policy, which formed the basis for future decisions. The duty of the KNL 
was to make this clear to the Finnish youth, who were now living more secure than any 
generation in Finland before, largely because of Kekkonen.11 The KNL also accepted an 
almost Communist interpretation of Finnish history: the 1920s and 1930s had been a time 
of reactionary, extreme right wing policies, a pro-German foreign policy and groundless 
anti-Soviet prejudices. In fact, they were the dark ages before Kekkonen and the great pe-
riod of enlightenment after the Paris Peace Treaty in 1947.12 Nothing could have shocked 

9 Leading personalities in Finland, 1.4.1976. FCO 33 / 2993, NA.
10 Liittokokouksen ptk 16.–18.11.1973. Kokoomuksen Nuorten Liiton puheenjohtaja Ilkka Kanerva 17.11.1973 
KNL:n varsinaisessa liittokokouksessa Turussa, Poliittiseen asiakirjaan liittyv�t kannanotot, Liittohallituksen 
esitys, PTA; Kannanotto kansainvälisestä toiminnasta, Liittokokouksen liite, 16.–18.11.1973, PTA.
11 Kokoomuksen Nuorten Liiton liittokokouksen poliittinen tilannekatsaus, Kokoomuksen nuorten liiton puheen-
johtaja Anders Blom, 12.11.1977, PTA; see also Porvarillisen nuorisoliikkeen lähiajan tehtävistä, Anders Blom 
14.2.1977, PTA.
12 See for example Nuori Oikeisto 8–9/1974. Ikkunanrikkojat; Tasavalta 1/1977, pk, Tasavalta 8/1977. Sosiaa-
lisen valintatalouden perusteista.
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the traditional Conservatives more than these interpretations – to them both the Winter 
War and the Continuation War had been the Second War of Liberation.

The contact of the new leadership of the KNL in Moscow seems to have been especially 
Gennadi Yanayev, the leader of Komsomol – now notoriously famous because of later 
events. The documents of the Soviet side on these contacts are of course out of reach; but 
many Finnish documents of the KNL suggest that the relations with Yanayev were almost 
cordial and that the Soviets especially appreciated the KNL’s efforts to influence the union 
of the youth organizations of the European right wing parties (DEMYC). The documents 
also suggest that when it came to foreign policy, the KNL made an effort sometimes to be 
more popish than the Pope13 – the Pope being in this case the other Finnish youth organi-
zations. This is of course understandable in the sense that the KNL had to root out much 
deeper Soviet suspicions than the Communist, Centrist and Social Democratic youth or-
ganizations and therefore to be extremely orthodox. The agreement with the Polish Federa-
tion of the Socialist Youth Unions (FSZMP) in 1977 was greeted almost with a hurrah and 
as a historical breakthrough in creating relations with the Socialist camp.14 

The party leadership appreciated Kanerva’s and Blom’s contacts to Kekkonen and Mos-
cow, but had serious doubts as well, because it considered them too radical. The right wing 
of the party had no confidence in them at all, and there was also a considerable minority, 
the so-called “moderate right wing” in the KNL itself that shared these suspicions. Their 
strong man was perhaps an odd bird for a formerly Nationalist, Conservative and Lu-
theran party – Ben Zyskowicz, a Jew and son of a Polish immigrant. Those who thought 
like Zyskowicz in the KNL considered that old Conservatism had to be reformed and the 
friendship policy should be continued, but foreign policy should not affect domestic poli-
cy. In their opinion, Kanerva and Blom were ready to give in to everything in a ridiculously 
desperate effort to win the favour of the Soviet Union. That would all be in vain, because 
no matter how many concessions they would make, they would never be able to compete 
with the Communist Party.

According to Zyskowicz’s view it was especially dangerous to accept the claim that 
criticizing Finnish Communists or any of their front organizations could be considered 
anti-Soviet – a deadly stigma in Finnish domestic policy. As an entry in the diary of Zysko-
wicz states:

--- we criticized among ourselves strongly Kanerva --- Talve suggested that Kanerva 
tries to compete with the Communists on which side agrees more with the Soviets, as if the 
Soviets would not understand – already on the basis of their own Marxist-Leninist analysis 
– our position and see through Kanerva’s flattery. --- I stated my favourite theory that we 

13 Vares, “Kaksi askelta edell�”, 204–242; See for example Muistio 31.5.1977. Yhteenveto keskusteluista KMO:n/
Komsomolin edustajien kanssa 31.3.–7.4.1977, Eräitä näkökohtia KMO:n ja KNL:n suhteiden kehityksestä. Anders 
Blom 5.6.1977. KNL:n yleinen kirjeenvaihto, Arja Q:n liittohallituksen j�senille osoittaman kirjeen liitteen�, PTA.
14 Kokoomuksen Nuorten Liitto ja Puolan Sosialististen Nuorisojärjestöjen Federaatio (FSZMP) yhteistyöhön, s.a., 
PTA/LH; Liittohallituksen jäsenille, Anders Blom 24.7.1977, PTA.
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seem to be limiting our own freedom of speech all the time. This happens so that we are 
accepting the Communist interpretations that any criticism on the Soviet Union and even 
on Socialism is anti-Sovietism. Already by now there has been worrying development in 
limiting freedom of speech and labelling anti-Soviet, and naturally the Communists try all 
the time to widen the concept of anti-Sovietism. This is quite natural, because this is one 
of their weapons to limit ideological conversation in Finland, and in my opinion the KNL 
should clearly condemn this, not gradually accept their interpretation.15

In the end, the policies of Kanerva and Blom would mean that the National Coalition 
Party would end up cooperating especially with the radical wings of the Communist and 
Centre parties.16

This analysis was the basic line of the “moderate right wing” in the KNL throughout the 
1970s and early 1980s. Later Zyskowicz also named this worrying trend “self-Finlandization”.

In the 1970s, the KNL and its organ, whose name had to naturally be changed from 
Nuori Oikeisto (The Young Right wing) to a politically more correct Tasavalta (The Repub-
lic), never found anything to criticize in the Soviet camp, but plenty in the West to con-
demn. The most disapproved political orientation was the one that the KNL was supposed-
ly ideologically linked to – the Western Conservatives. Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher 
and Franz Josef Strauss were mentioned only pejoratively and as warning examples, with 
which there could be nothing in common. The KNL energetically condemned and ridi-
culed both Western hawkish foreign policy and neoliberal economic policy which it called 
emotionless and merciless. The right answers should be contacts with the Socialist states, 
détente and the Scandinavian welfare state. Of course the KNL and the Tasavalta never 
forgot to condemn countries such as Chile, South Africa and eventually also Israel.17

On the other hand, it was specifically decided, that the atrocities in Idi Amin’s Uganda 
could not be condemned, because Uganda had good relations with the Soviet Union.18 
Another small – but illuminating – detail was the comment in the Finnish KNL repre-
sentative’s report from a meeting of the Austrian brethren organization. He felt that he had 
to note that he had not applauded with the Austrians when the meeting condemned the 
breaches of human rights in the Socialist countries.19

In the case of foreign policy, much of this can be explained by Realpolitik. On neoliber-
alism it was much more a question of conviction; as one Finnish representative commented 
on two Milton Friedman films he had seen in a European seminar for young  Conservatives: 
“One film was bullocks and the other was dreadful bullocks.”20 Although the KNL  criticized 

15 Diary of Zyskowicz 11.12.1973.
16 Diary of Zyskowicz 28.3.1974 and 1.4.1974.
17 See for example Tasavalta 7/1981. KNL:n puheenjohtaja Unto H�m�l�inen; Kokoomuksen Nuorten Liitto ry. 
Liittohallituksen kannanotto 5.5.1981, PTA.
18 Diary of Zyskowicz 2.11.1976 and 6.11.1976.
19 Raportti JÖVP:n liittokokouksesta Wienissä 14.–15.2.1981, keskusteluista JÖVP:n uusien  kansainv�lisasiain   vastaa
vien kanssa sek� keskusteluista JÖVP:n entisen p��sihteerin Günther Thalerin kera, Ari-Matti Auvinen, s.a., PTA.
20 Raportti DEMYCin seminaarilta Tukholmasta 30.10.–3.11.1981. Heikki Jokinen, s.a., PTA.
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the Social Democrats for suffocating collectivism, there really was no difference between 
the KNL and the Scandinavian welfare state.

On the Cold War issue the KNL and the Tuhatkunta certainly did their best to ad-
vocate détente, to praise the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe and to 
oppose hawkish views. It is illuminating that in one of the reports the KNL representative 
used a term “the ex – Iron Curtain”.21 But they did not have any chance to succeed among 
other European right wing youth movements. The youth and student organizations of 
the European right wing parties could not understand the Finnish line at all, because as 
a rule, these organizations – even in countries like Sweden and Denmark – were much 
more rightist than their parties, some even militant in their neoliberal and Cold War 
views. Even for the neutral Swedes it was – as one of their former chairmen later stated 
– very difficult to detect where tactics ended and conviction started in the KNL, when 
the Soviet issue was concerned.22 Finally Tuhatkunta was expelled from the union of the 
Conservative student organizations because it could not accept that the representatives of 
Solidarnosc would be accepted as official members.23

The case of Afghanistan was especially difficult for the KNL. The Finnish reactions are 
of particular interest as they demonstrate a remarkable trend in Finnish political culture. In 
1956 the crushing of the Hungarian uprising was publicly disapproved in the newspapers, 
in 1968, in the Czechoslovakian case, the expressions were much more non-committal – 
and in 1979, in the case of Afghanistan, everyone took extreme care not to mention any-
thing that could be interpreted as critical towards the Soviet Union.

The KNL was especially careful not to condemn the actions of the Soviet Union even 
in the DEMYC nor to support the Olympic boycott which the DEMYC advocated after 
Afghanistan.24 The official statement of the KNL on Iran and Afghanistan found the causes 
of these crises elsewhere than from Soviet expansion and carefully avoided any such words 
as “conquest”, “military attack” or “occupation”. The Soviet troops had merely “moved” 
to Afghanistan. It was rather the military presence of the United States that had caused 
a threat to the security and balance in the area, alongside with the domestic conditions in 
certain countries. It was regrettable that the Soviet troops had moved to Afghanistan and 
they should leave, but it was taken for granted that there should be no political repercus-
sions against the Soviet Union in international policy, nor should the withdrawal of troops 
be any precondition for returning to détente. It was also stated that there were already signs 
that the Soviet troops would strive towards withdrawal.25

21 Raportti DEMYC:n seminaarista ja EC:sta 14.–16.7.1979 Reykjavikissa, Jyrki Myllyvirta 21.7.1979, PTA; see 
also Muistio KNL:n suhteiden nykytilasta länteen / V-P Talvela. KNL:n työvaliokunta 25.9.1979, PTA.
22 Interview of Per Unckel 20.5.1998.
23 See Vesa Vares, Puolueen sparraaja. Kokoomuksen Opiskelijaliitto Tuhatkunta, 40 vuotta (Helsinki: Tuhatkunta 
2000), 131–133.
24 Suhtautumisia yleiseurooppalaisen nuorisoyhteistyön sihteeristöön 6.3.1980 ja johtopäätöksiä. Jyrki Myllyvirta 
7.3.1980, PTA.
25 Kokoomuksen Nuorten Liitto, Kansainvälispoliittinen kannanotto, s.a., PTA.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   153 2011-11-25   12:51:37



154 WEEReview i/2011

Vesa Vares

The Soviet Union was never criticized in the Tasavalta either, whereas the United States 
and especially Ronald Reagan very often were – as was Margaret Thatcher, if somewhat 
more seldomly. The paper considered it self-evident that the Soviet policy was more peace-
ful than American policy, and when Afghanistan was occupied and martial law was im-
posed on Poland, the paper did not criticize the Soviet Union. Criticism was reserved for 
the United States for exploiting these events to intensify the Cold War. The paper especially 
expressed its confidence that Poland’s leaders were patriots – not like the leaders of the mili-
tary coup in Turkey in 1980 – and that the Poles could solve their own problems.26

When Reagan became the victim of an assassination attempt in 1981, the Tasavalta 
expressed no sympathy, but rather ridiculed and banalized the matter:

--- it was said that the President of the United States himself was rather annoyed for 
the fuss – the smile came to the face although there was a bullet swinging in the lungs. It 
is only regrettable that while attention shifts from the policies of the United States to the 
convalescence of the President, the US military industry and the army go on with their 
activities for the ‘free world’. And the national hero Reagan – for that he will naturally 
become – will not change his policy. There were also other consequences of the Reagan 
murder attempt. They say that even in the stock market the exchanges bounced and, for 
example, the price of gold went up. In the end one should, of course, try to make up some-
thing good to be said about Ronald Reagan. I cannot think of anything.27

The tone could not have been more different when the Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev 
passed away about a year and a half later. The Tasavalta, by far, exceeded normal correct-
ness or even normal panegyrie that is usually attached to the deceased. According to the 
paper, Brezhnev had been détente’s true guide who had sent “touching messages” to all 
international youth conferences. Even to the very end Brezhnev had made suggestions to 
ease up international contradictions, but the West had given no response. The paper hailed 
Brezhnev also as a reformer in the Soviet domestic policy.28

It is with this background that the KNL policy line towards the question of member-
ship in the pro-Soviet Rauhanpuolustajat should be considered.

The KNL and the Peace Movement in General

When the issue of KNL membership in the Rauhanpuolustajat became acute in 1980– 
–1981, it concerned mostly the question of reliability in foreign policy for the National 
Coalition Party and the KNL. However, one should bear in mind, as already noted, that 
many of the pro-membership activists were also pacifist idealists and the political weight of 

26 Ks.esim. Tasavalta 1/1982. Polttopisteess� Puola; Rauhantyölle ei vaihtoehtoja; Tasa valta 2/1982, pk; Tasa val ta 
3/1982. Punikit; Tasavalta 4/1982. Katoava suuruus; Pyhien lehmien teurastus.
27 Tasavalta 3/1981. Communitas.
28 Tasavalta 9/1982. Neuvostojohtaja on poissa; Surunauhan aika.
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the peace movement was exceptionally strong. Moreover, promoting peace is always a safe 
way to collect political points, because nobody can deny the basis of the argument: it would 
be better to solve problems in peace than by means of war. You might question the methods 
and even motives of the peace movement, but even this was difficult to do without being 
stigmatized as a “war-monger” or someone who does not support “the good cause”.

Since there were always some elections coming up in Finland and foreign policy played 
such a vital role, the strong position of the peace movement had to be taken as a political 
reality. In December 1980 the policy board of the National Coalition Party decided, that 
the party could not seek membership in the Rauhanpuolustajat – they knew the feelings of 
their basic voters well enough to recognize this – but the KNL could join and even should 
join. The party leadership and the KNL leadership, however, found out that the issue was 
even more sensitive than they had thought – especially since the case of Afghanistan was 
such a fresh example how extremely one-sided the Rauhanpuolustajat had become.29

On the question of the European missiles, the KNL had adopted a policy of realism: 
it tended to join the trend which largely ignored the SS 20 missiles of the Soviet Union and 
concentrated on criticizing the Western missiles. The KNL stated on the issue in this spirit:

The NATO decision to plant new kind of middle-range nuclear missiles to Western 
Europe is leading to a new circle of armament. It has been disappointing to see, how inter-
national attitudes have turned against détente. Especially the United States has abandoned 
with a light heart the goals adopted in the CSCE and the goals of striving for disarmament, 
when these have not suited the domestic policy. The activities of the United States to limit 
its relations to the Soviet Union in economic and other arenas are threatening the achieve-
ments of peaceful cooperation.30

The differences between the détente dogma of the KNL leadership and the more tra-
ditional policy of the KNL opposition, led by Zyskowicz, are clearly evident in an entry in 
Zyskowicz’s diary. He had had a talk with a colleague who represented the official line and 
idealist pacifism, and wrote after the conversation:

Hepi thought that any controlling of any armament anywhere, however one-sided it 
might be, would benefit the cause of peace. Therefore, in his opinion it was quite proper 
and not only a sign of geopolitical realism, that demands for disarmament or control of 
armament were directed solely towards the West. I, for my part, commented that as far as 
I knew, the Western euromissiles were only a response to limit the additional head start the 
East had achieved with its SS 20 missiles and henceforth attention should be turned also 
towards the Soviet armament. I wasn’t as convinced as Hepi was of the fact that any control 
of armament would benefit the cause of peace, because unilateral control would create 
a Soviet supremacy, which would destroy the balance, and that was dangerous as well.31

29 Interview of Unto Hämäläinen 27.2.1998 and of Ilkka Kanerva 1.7.1998.
30 Kokoomuksen Nuorten Liitto, Kansainvälispoliittinen kannanotto, s.a., PTA.
31 Diary of Zyskowicz 22.8.1981.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   155 2011-11-25   12:51:37



156 WEEReview i/2011

Vesa Vares

The danger that the membership of the Rauhanpuolustajat would create for the KNL 
was clearly stated in the diary of Zyskowicz as well:

--- The organization is not a sincere peace organization, but an organization, which 
supports the foreign policy of the Soviet Union, and it will not be any different if the KNL 
joins it. In addition to this, I do not believe that the potential KNL representatives among 
the organization’s leadership would even want to change this constellation, since such be-
haviour would be considered worrying and would not enhance the efforts to make the 
National Coalition Party more acceptable in the Soviet eyes. Therefore the consequence of 
the KNL membership would be that the signature of the National Coalition Party would 
be in those one-sided statements of the Rauhanpuolustajat, which go past our country’s 
official foreign policy and towards the Eastern side, and so the organization could tell the 
Finnish youth, that this is not one-sided propaganda, but a truth about the world situation, 
since all political parties from the Coalition Party to the Communists have accepted it. In 
other words, I do not believe that the Rauhanpuolustajat would change, nor that the men 
of the KNL would even try to change it, and this could even lead to a situation, that if 
– as I have sometimes heard – the Social Democrats and the majority Communists would 
try to remove the grip of the Stalinists from the organization’s leadership, the KNL men 
might, ”for the sake of foreign policy”, support the Stalinists, just like the case was at one 
point in the Teiniliitto.

The opposition of the KNL, the ”moderate right”, feared that the Rauhanpuolustajat 
would become a ”Trojan horse”: officially impartial, but in practice a forum for Stalin-
ist brain-washing, which would succeed in tempting the youth to back Communism us-
ing a ”good cause” as its camouflage. In Zyskowicz’s opinion, this fear was all the more 
realistic since the youth had lost its faith in traditional party politics and wanted alternative 
causes to be advanced.32

Even though some of the KNL leaders, and very many ordinary members, might have 
been sincere idealists, the argumentation of the leadership reveals that it was the question of 
proving yet again the reliability in Soviet relations that was most essential. Membership of 
the Rauhanpuolustajat would be totally consequential with all other attempts to prove this 
reliability and thus to escape the political wilderness. The Rauhanpuolustajat was of course 
sensible enough not to offer any openly Communist propaganda in its public relations, let 
alone in its correspondence with the KNL,33 but it was clear for everyone who took the trou-
ble to read even this correspondence, what was in it and what was not: the Western missiles 
were opposed with vehemence, the Soviet missiles were not mentioned at all.

Even though the Rauhanpuolustajat could take cover under the mantle of the “good 
cause” among many citizens, it could not convince the youth that supported the Na-
tional Coalition Party. The bulk of the party’s youth in all likelihood supported the op-
position’s view on this issue. As one of the representatives of the KNL leadership later 

32 Diary of Zyskowicz 14.3.1981 and 1.4.1981.
33 See for example Suomen rauhanpuolustajien kirjeet ja julkilausumat 2.4.1981 and 29.9.1981, Maailman kanso jen 
rauhan parlamentin vetoomus. KNL:n yleinen kirjeenvaihto, PTA.
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 reminisced: “I went to Kirkkonummi to explain to the members why the KNL should 
join the  Rauhanpuolustajat. I was lucky to escape being mugged.”34

The difference between the KNL leadership and the opposition was quite simply that 
they estimated the pros and cons of the membership profoundly differently. The leadership 
thought that the pros – especially the points to be gathered in foreign policy – outweighed 
the cons that they recognized. Inside they generally had no illusions about the true nature 
of the Rauhanpuolustajat, although they might say in public that the KNL should join, 
since all the “sensible people” had already joined. As the chairman of the KNL stated in one 
of his minutes: if the non-Socialist side would discuss peace work and the issue of the Third 
World, there would arise no problems.35 In other words, you might take the arms from the 
hands of your enemies by adopting the issues that were used against you.

The opposition interpreted otherwise: yet again one thing, the Rauhanpuolustajat, 
would be above criticism because of foreign policy, and yet again the Finns would have 
given away one part of their freedom of speech – and yet again in an issue, in which this 
would not have been necessary by any reasonable standard. The notion and stigma of “anti-
Sovietism” would be ever tighter. Besides, those who advocated membership had quite 
openly stated that the KNL should not attach any kind of preconditions for joining, nor 
try to change the policy of the Rauhanpuolustajat.36 So it was hard to convince the KNL 
opposition that the interests of the KNL or the cause of impartial peace movement would 
in any way be beneficial, if the KNL would join this pro-Soviet and largely Communist-led 
organization.

The conflict in 1981 – and its outcome
 
The conflict which became ever more evident in the KNL also affected the party. As 

already stated, the National Coalition Party did not want to seek membership itself, but 
KNL membership would have been a convenient half way solution for it. Now the issue 
was becoming touchy. The parliamentary group of the party became divided over a seem-
ingly minor issue: should they support the allowance that the Government had suggested 
to the Rauhanpuolustajat or the suggestion for an allowance that was twice as big?

Once again Zyskowicz and Kanerva represented the two different views. There was 
also a third one, suggested by a provincial MP, that the allowance should altogether be 
cancelled, but this was too conservative even for Zyskowicz, despite all his dislike of the 
Rauhanpuolustajat. The majority of the Coalition Party MPs supported Zyskowicz, but in 
the end they had to support the Kanerva line in the final vote in the Parliament. Zyskowicz 
was extremely bitter when he described the events in his diary: the leadership of the biggest 

34 Heikki Pakarinen’s e-mail to the author 11.9.1998.
35 Vasemmiston nuorisojärjestöt. Unto H�m�l�inen 7.9.1981. Unto H�m�l�inen papers.
36 See for example Tasavalta 1/1981. Pekka Sitari: Paineita purettava Helsingin puoluekokouksessa; Suomalai-
sen Yhteistyöliiton hallituksen julkilausuma, julkaistavissa 19.2.1981.
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right wing party thought that the freedom of foreign policy was so small that you had to 
support a suggestion that granted a Stalinist-led organization double the allowance that the 
official Government of the country had suggested!37

Simultaneously, the KNL leadership advocated more and more openly the member-
ship issue in the Tasavalta, usually utilizing pacifist and idealistic arguments. A vice-Chair-
man of the party advocated the membership in the Tasavalta and wrote that there was no 
reasonable rationale to oppose KNL’s membership; after all, it was a national interest to 
advance anything that helped to preserve the peace and “we must all be on the side of the 
peace, against the war”.38 He also commented privately to the opposition, that “it would 
be a shame if good men would be stigmatized” if they would oppose the membership. The 
KNL chairman suggested a way out for the opposition: the membership issue would not be 
taken up in the official conference of the KNL that was approaching in November 1981, 
but the KNL’s own executive committee would decide the issue.39 This, of course, would 
have meant that the KNL would have joined, but the opposition would not have to share 
the responsibility. The opposition, however, did not submit.

It was becoming clearer and clearer that the pressure was on. When five of the provin-
cial unions of the KNL gave a statement against membership of the Rauhanpuolustajat, the 
party’s own organ, Nykypäivä, refused to publish it.40 When Zyskowicz mentioned his term 
“self-Finlandization” the party used its most authoritative weapon: the party Chairman Ilkka 
Suominen officially condemned Zyskowicz and his talk of “self-Finlandization”, which, ac-
cording to Suominen, gave a distorted view of the National Coalition Party’s foreign policy. 
Suominen expressed this opinion in a meeting of the party council, but his comments were 
specifically made public to give them more weight against the KNL opposition.41

It was also speculated publicly whether Zyskowicz even could be chosen as a candi-
date for the 300 electors in the approaching presidential elections (Kekkonen had already 
resigned because of ill health), and the party leadership made it clear to Zyskowicz that he 
had ended up in the political wilderness in foreign policy and it could take years before 
he could be rehabilitated. As a result, it would be a defeat for the party if the KNL would 
not join the Rauhanpuolustajat. But it was also hinted that there might be a way out: if the 
KNL would join, the problems would perhaps be solved. The KNL leadership, of course, 
welcomed the support from the party’s side.

37 Diary of Zyskowicz 20.5.1981, 27.5.1981, 28.5.1981, 29.5.1981, 2.6.1981.
38 Tasavalta 1/1981. Tapani Mörttinen: ”Meid�n on oltava rauhan puolesta sotaa vas taan.”; Kai R�s�nen. rau-
hantyöss� tarvitaan idealismia; Pekka Sitari. Paineita purettava Helsingin puoluekokouksessa; Tasavalta 4/1981. 
Maanpuolustustahto: valmiutta rauhaanko?; Kehittyykö Kokoomuksesta rauhanpuolue?; Tasavalta 5/1981, pk; 
Tasavalta 6/1981. Pohjola saatava ydinaseettomaksi; Tasavalta 7/1981. Rauhantyö ei ole kommunismia – ep�luulo 
kalvaa yh�.
39 Diary of Zyskowicz 30.9.1981; Helsingin Sanomat 8.11.1981. Rauhanpuolus tajat rassaa kokoomusta; Ks. myös 
Kokoomuksen Nuorten Liiton valmistautuminen 47. liittokokoukseen Tampereella 13–15.11.1981, Unto H�m�l�inen 
7.9.1981, sek� Jari Gus tafs so nin ym. ”Hyv� Yst� v�” -kierto kirje 27.10.1981.
40 Diary of Zyskowicz 3.10.1981.
41 Aamulehti 13.11.1981. Suominen s�tti Zyskowiczia; Iltalehti 13.11.1981. Zyskowiczista ei valitsijamiest�?
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Zyskowicz, however, would not budge any more than to say that the term ”self-Fin-
landization” had been a bit out of place. In the main points he did not give in. As he wrote 
in his diary: why would he “repent” or be more careful, because it was clear that the present 
or future leaders of the party would never accept him anyway – and what would he need 
this acceptance for anyway?42 

Actually it was becoming more evident that no matter how much the party and the 
KNL leadership would use the foreign political weapon, it was they, not the KNL opposi-
tion, who were in trouble. The idea of Rauhanpuolustajat membership was not becoming 
any more popular among the KNL members, and since the project was now in jeopardy, 
it was becoming a burden. It was originally thought that some additional political points 
could be won, now it seemed that if the KNL did not join, political points would be lost.

Therefore especially the KNL leadership urged the necessity of the membership more 
and more as the KNL conference approached. Chairman H�m�l�inen emphasized in the 
Tasavalta, that now the entire KNL foreign policy and its international activities were at 
stake. If the leadership was not trusted, it should be changed.43 In other words, he threat-
ened to resign as a martyr, who had tried to follow the official foreign policy but had been 
sabotaged by an irresponsible opposition.

The Tasavalta that was published just before the conference was furious. The leader 
and several articles accused the KNL opposition of being extreme rightist, Thatcherite and 
against official Finnish foreign policy. The party’s vice-Chairman disapproved of Zyskowicz 
and emphasized once again that membership in the Rauhanpuolustajat should be a self-
evident thing. The Rauhanpuolustajat was even defended for not disapproving of the oc-
cupation of Afghanistan: since Finland had not done it, how could one demand this of an 
organization? Afghanistan was a part of a conflict between super powers, and the principle 
of Finnish foreign policy was to stay out of such conflicts.

This bellicose attitude might have strengthened the political power base of the KNL 
leadership, but it lost them the issue. The Tasavalta had to admit this, although extremely 
grudgingly: since the opposition had made such an issue of the Rauhanpuolustajat and put 
the Finnish foreign policy into jeopardy, it was better not to take the issue to the conference 
– because a vote in the conference would be considered a foreign political one. This was not 
appropriate, since the next day the party conference would nominate the presidential can-
didate of the party. The issue would have to be reconsidered at a more appropriate time.44

In fact the opposition had won. The leadership had realized that the vote in itself 
would be awkward and if the conference had actually voted on the issue, the leadership 
would have suffered a humiliating defeat. Moreover, for the first time in the KNL history 

42 Diary of Zyskowicz 12.11.1981 and 13.11.1981.
43 Tasavalta 7/1981. KNL:n puheenjohtaja Unto H�m�l�inen.
44 Tasavalta 9/1981, pk; ”Kids in America”; Helsingin kupla; Tapani Mörttinen: ”En ymm�rr� KNL:n oppo-
sitiomiehi�”; Ajatuksia liittokokouksen edell�; Nuoria on kasvatettava rauhantahtoisesti; ”Maltillisen oikeis-
ton” harha; see also the pamphlet ”Kampanja Rauhanpuolustajia vastaan. H�lytysmerkki uusoikeistolaisuuden 
 noususta.”

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   159 2011-11-25   12:51:37



160 WEEReview i/2011

Vesa Vares

the opposition managed to conquer a place in the KNL leadership when it won the vote 
on the person of the second chairman.

The KNL leadership stayed in its place, but it had lost and was extremely frustrated 
– and never dared again to try to join the Rauhanpuolustajat. The frustration was easy to 
see in the Tasavalta, especially in an article where it was regretted that the society was not 
more left wing than it was and that no progressive issue would ever come from the right. 
The author also claimed that worldwide “Reaganism” was raising its head among the KNL, 
although the proponents of right wing and pro-American views should have no place in 
it.45 This was quite a lot to be said in a paper that officially belonged to a party that was 
usually considered Conservative.

Conclusion

The membership battle had shown the nature of political culture in Finland at the turn 
of the decade (1970s to 1980s). Since the peace movement was a fashionable trend and the 
Rauhanpuolustajat was considered to be a pro-Soviet organization, the one-sided views of 
the organization actually made it politically more important than the other peace organiza-
tions in Finland. Major political youth organizations left of the National Coalition Party 
had joined the Rauhanpuolustajat, as did numerous institutions and civic organizations. It 
was illuminating that even a right wing youth organization almost joined, as this would have 
been unthinkable in any other democratic country. It is also illuminating that the conflict 
over such an issue, which could have been considered pretty minor, became so grave in the 
KNL and even the National Coalition Party. This demonstrated that it was becoming more 
and more difficult to separate any issue from the dogmatism of foreign policy.

The fact that the KNL, however, did not join the Rauhanpuolustajat showed that the 
political culture and the system would not stomach everything. It was possible to oppose 
an organization that was too openly one-sided, and in the end you could not force one’s 
own electors to accept something that they were dead against. Also, even though you could 
gain the upper hand by referring to foreign policy, you could not prevent the opposing 
view from having its say and even winning an argument. This might have a negative effect 
on the opposition’s political future, but not on the individual’s standing within society or 
on his chances to make himself heard.

Foreign policy remained a serious issue in Finland even after 1981 and the political 
elite still competed over who had the best connections to the Soviet Embassy. But in reality, 
the wheels of the society were turning invisibly more and more westward and the political 
culture was becoming more liberal. Kekkonen had resigned, and the overwhelming victory 
of Mauno Koivisto (Social Democrat) in the 1982 Presidential election was widely seen as 
a change from old authoritarianism to a more parliamentary political culture. Gorbachev’s 

45 Tasavalta 10/1981. ”Virta vie oikealle” ja muut lipsahdukset.
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glasnost later also removed the fear effect – and the crumbling of the Soviet economy and 
society removed any respect or admiration towards them that was still very much evident 
in the 1970s.

The different policies of the KNL had been embodied in two men who had been activ-
ists of the new generation in the early 1970s: Ilkka Kanerva and Ben Zyskowicz. Their later 
careers were both successful but also revealed the change within political culture.

Far from being ostracized, Zyskowicz gradually gained more influence and became 
in the end the long-time chairman of the parliamentary group of the National Coalition 
Party in the 1990s and 2000s, until he gave up the chairmanship due to health reasons. 
He enjoyed prestige in the party especially after the Soviet Union collapsed – and the party 
took a slightly rightist turn after this collapse.

Kanerva never became the Chairman of the party (contrary to what was widely ex-
pected in the 1980s), but was a long-time Minister in minor ministries when the National 
Coalition Party was finally accepted in the Government after 1987. When Zyskowicz was 
at his height, Kanerva’s former close connections with the Soviets became a burden to his 
reputation. In particular, Sauli Niinistö, Chairman of the Party in 1994–2001 and later 
Speaker of the Finnish Parliament, made it quite clear that he did not appreciate Kanerva 
at all. However, even though Kanerva was no longer expected to be any primus inter pares 
in the party, he was always a powerful force, and after some difficult years he seemed to 
have reached a new zenith in 2007, when he became the Foreign Minister. In the office, he 
did not show any signs of his old pro-Soviet history – quite the contrary, he was seen as the 
man who managed to make Finnish-American relations warmer. This zenith, however, was 
put to an end for another thing he was famous in Finland for already in the 1970s, besides 
the Soviet connections: his appreciation of female beauty. He was forced to resign in spring 
2008 after it was exposed that he had sent many text messages to an erotic dancer and had 
denied this at first. But, after all, the analyzes on him of the already cited British Embassy 
report had stated about him in 1976, in addition to politics: “Has the reputation of leading 
a ‘heavy playboy’ life.”46
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“There is no such city as London” (“Nie ma takiego miasta Londyn”) is a fa-
mous line from a cult Polish comedy-cum-political satire Teddy Bear (Miś), 
directed by Stanisław Bareja. The film was released in 1981 during the period 

of liberalization occasioned by the rise of Solidarity in August 1980, which ended abruptly 
with the institution of the martial law by the Polish communist government in December 
1981. This tongue-in-cheek assertion concerning the matter of London’s existence or rather 
London’s lack thereof, is delivered by a post-office clerk who first negates the existence of 
London when she meets a customer who attempts to send a telegram to London, who speci-
fies during the course of the dialogue that it is a “city in England.” The clerk gets up from her 
chair in a huff and informs the customer that in that case she has to go “look for it”: 

Post-office clerk: ’Nie ma takiego miasta Londyn, jest Lądek, Lądek Zdrój, tak...’ (There is 
no such city as London, there’s Lądek, Lądek Zdrój, yes…)
Customer: ‘Ale Londyn, miasto w Anglii...’ (But London, a city in England…)
Post-office clerk: ‘To co mi pan nic nie mówi?’ (So why aren’t you saying anything?) 
Customer: ‘No mówię Pani właśnie.’ (That’s exactly what I’ve been telling you.)
Post-office clerk: ‘To przecież ja muszę pójść i poszukać, zobaczyć, gdzie to jest.’ (But I have 
to go look for it, find out where it is.)1

“There is no such city as London,” a glaringly absurd statement, is but a small element 
of a comedy poking fun at aspects of life under communism, including the workings 
of bureaucracy and a kind of society-wide claustrophobia caused by restrictions placed 
on travel and contacts with Western countries. The statement points to “the West” as 
a cultural “absence”(separated from Eastern Europe by the Iron Curtain) and a simultane-
ous “presence”  (serving as a symbolic Other necessary in the process of national and/or 
cultural identity  formation, as  Larry Wolff, Benedict Anderson, Ernest Gellner, Edward 
Said, Slavoj Žižek, and others have argued in various disciplinary contexts). This brief line 

1 All translations from Polish are mine unless otherwise noted.
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from the movie is also representative of the surprising ubiquity of the idea of “the West” in 
Polish popular culture before 1989; as Michał Głowiński has shown in his work on nowo-
mowa (communist newspeak), not only did popular culture help create a mythology of the 
“West” but even – or especially – communist media and rhetoric.2

This essay explores figurations of “the West” as a cultural (with socio-political un-
dertones) category in post-communist Polish cinema vis-à-vis censored, yet surprisingly 
frequent on the whole, mentions of the West in pre–1989 film. The idea of the West as an 
almost mythological locus of abundance, wealth, freedom, high but also fashionable pop 
culture, and general “superiority” – a phenomenon which can be observed across time in 
Polish post-war cultural history, as well as film history – has not yet evolved in a signifi-
cant way, despite Poland’s change in political orientation after the fall of communism and 
the 2004 accession to the European Union. Although the images of the West in pre- and 
post–1989 film are varied and context-/genre-specific, most of them seem to be grounded 
in an underlying cultural framework of Poland’s (or Eastern Europe’s and Slavdom’s) polar-
ized attitude toward the West that partakes in resentment and fascination in equal meas-
ure. In his Diaries from the 1950s–60s, Witold Gombrowicz warns Poles: “Do not waste 
your precious time in pursuit of Europe. You will never catch up with her.”3 But by the 
post–1989 period, when Poland had already “caught up to the West,” the cultural mythol-
ogy still appears to supersede more realistic representations of the West. Two 1989 movies, 
Agnieszka Holland’s A Lonely Woman (Kobieta samotna, produced in 1981 but released in 
1989) and Maciej Dejczer’s 300 Miles to Heaven (300 mil do nieba), perpetuate the image 
of the West as a site of material goods, freedom, and nebulous yet promising “future.” In 
the 1990s, films such as Władysław Pasikowski’s Pigs (Psy, 1992) or Krzysztof Kieślowski’s 
White (Biały, 1994) still operate within the established discourse of East-West polarization, 
but more recent twenty-first-century Polish cinema begins to question or deconstruct the 
ideas of “the East” and “the West” as fixed, monolithic concepts that have remained quite 
resistant to change even in the post-communist period. Good examples of this incipient re-
conceptualizing of the West include Andrzej Jakimowski’s Tricks (Sztuczki, 2007), Łukasz 
Palkowski’s Reservation (Rezerwat, 2007), Małgorzata Szumowska’s 33 Scenes from a Life 
(33 sceny z życia, 2008), and Xawery Żuławski’s 2009 adaptation of Dorota Masłowska’s 
2002 novel, Snow White Russian Red (Wojna polsko-ruska pod flagą biało-czerwoną).

What and Where Is “the West”?: Theoretical Approaches

“The West” is a puzzlingly indeterminate idea. In his essay “About Our Europe,” 
Czesław Miłosz recalls Joseph Brodsky’s tongue-in-cheek suggestion to call Eastern Europe 

2 See, for example, Michał Głowiński’s Marcowe gadanie: komentarze do słów 1966–1971 (Warsaw: PoMOST, 
1991) and Nowomowa i ciagi dalsze: Szkice dawne i nowe (Cracow: Universitas, 2009).
3 Witold Gombrowicz, Diary, vol. 1, trans. Lillian Vallee (1957; Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
1988), 26.
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– “Western Asia.”4 This anecdote best summarizes the relativity of the notions of East and 
West. Michał Głowiński, in his analysis of the word “West” in Polish culture of the 1960s, 
highlights its mythological function: “The West means democracy, freedoms, technical 
modernity, and splendid consumer goods which fill warehouses to the brim… An image of 
Arcadia mixed with Eldorado comes to mind when we think ‘West.’” It is “one of the major 
Polish myths… [it] expresses a traditional fascination with France, England, America, and 
Scandinavia, and – equally traditional – disgust with Russia,” which can be detected even 
in communist rhetoric. The result of this fascination is “mythological geography” which lo-
cates Canada, Israel, and Australia (together) in the West.5 Brodsky’s and Głowiński’s mus-
ings on the idea of “the West” are very helpful in formulating a few basic issues concerning 
the study of the West: the relativity of the idea of the West; the cartographic instability of 
the West; and the imagery of abundance/desire and repulsion/hatred in representations 
of the West. This ontological and topographical instability of the West is matched by an 
equally ephemeral ambivalence of Polish cultural tradition toward the “West.” Stanisław 
Eile writes: “the ambivalent treatment of the West will remain contradictory forever,” thus 
pointing to the historically conditioned ambivalence of Polish culture vis-à-vis “the West.”6 
Similarly, Witold Gombrowicz noted in 1953: “How the indistinctness of our relationship 
to the West chafes! A Pole, when confronting the East, is a Pole delineated and known in 
advance. A Pole with his face turned toward the West has a turbid visage, full of unclean 
angers, disbelief, and secret sore spots.”7 Thus Eile and Gombrowicz – separated by nearly 
half a century, as well as their métier of literary critic/scholar and prose writer/playwright, 
respectively – both focus on the indefinable and uncomfortable in Polish culture’s attitude 
toward the “West.” This study of Polish film from the 1950s to present day is meant as an 
exploration of the predictable and familiar in cinematic images of the West – the West as 
a place where wealth and civil rights proliferate – and of the fissures in this construct; it 
seeks to explore the “secret sore spots” of Polish attitudes toward the “West” as visible close 
up and personal on screen. 

This project has been fuelled by Larry Wolff’s admission of having written a book about 
only one side of the binary opposition East-West, Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of Civi-
lization on the Mind of the Enlightenment, in which he gave voice to Western intellectuals 
who imposed “images and formulas” on Eastern Europe, according to their philosophical 
and political agenda. Wolff’s two instances of showing the “complex cultural strategies of re-
sistance” to this process include Leo Tolstoy’s imagining of the Russian-French encounter in 
War and Peace (1869) and Czesław Miłosz’s self-presentation as a European from Lithuania/
Poland (i.e. “the other Europe”) in his intellectual autobiography, Native Realm (in literal 

4 Czesław Miłosz, “About Our Europe,” Between East and West: Writings from Kultura, ed. Robert Kostrzewa 
(New York: Hill & Wang, 1990), 99. 
5 Michał Głowiński, Marcowe gadanie: komentarze do słów 1966–1971 (Warsaw: PoMOST, 1991), 90–91.
6 Stanisław Eile, Nationalism in Partitioned Poland 1795–1918 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000), 51.
7 Witold Gombrowicz, Diary, vol. 1, trans. Lillian Vallee (1957; Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
1988), 14. 
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translation: “Native Europe,”1968).8 This “reverse” project starts approximately where Wolff 
ends his: with a re/reading of Polish film, with a focus on the second half of the twentieth 
century and the first decade of the twenty-first century, in an attempt to see how “the West” 
is represented and how the paradigm of this representation has changed since the 1950s. 

The theoretical frameworks for a study of the idea of the West in Polish culture belong to 
an eclectic interdisciplinary toolbox. In the area of national identity and nationalities stud-
ies, Liah Greenfeld’s development of Nietzsche’s term ressentiment (“a psychological state 
resulting from suppressed feelings of envy and hatred [existential envy] and the impossibility 
of satisfying these feelings”) is crucial for readings of representations of the West. In Polish 
cinematic, but also literary, visual et cetera, figurations of the West, we can clearly see the va-
lidity of Greenfeld’s idea of “fundamental comparability between the subject and the object 
of the envy” and its counterpart – an “actual inequality.” Ressentiment has a creative power 
and can result in a creative process. Greenfeld’s example of Russia, which is applicable to 
Poland, shows that when “indigenous cultural resources were absent or clearly insufficient, 
ressentiment was the single most important factor in determining the specific terms in which 
national identity was defined”; it “fostered particularistic pride and xenophobia.”9 In the 
field of nationalities studies, Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Ernest Gellner’s Nations and Nationalism, and Homi 
K. Bhabha’s Nation and Narration, provide a critical apparatus for this analysis of the West 
as an imagined entity that is defined in opposition to the national “imagined community.”10 
Bhabha’s interest in how nations are “written” leads us to ask how the West is “written” 
(or shown) in Polish culture.11 This project is in a way an “encounter” with the idea of 
the West, “conceptual indeterminacy,” and “wavering between vocabularies.”12 Following 
Anderson, we can analyze “created” and/or “fabricated” images of the West that help in the 
building of a national and cultural Polish community.13 In the related field of memory stud-
ies, Maurice Halbwachs’s work on “collective frameworks” helps to illuminate the fantastical 
element in Polish narratives of the West, as he explains the need for “props” in the process of 
“feeding” collective memory that is crucial for cohesive subjectivity.14 Encounters with the 
West are sometimes journeys into collective memory; hence Pierre Nora’s concept of “sites 
of memory” that “anchor, condense, and express” collective ideas is applicable in the study 
of “the West,” for in it “the East” finds its own crystallization.15

8 Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1994), 372–73.
9 Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 16. 
10 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (1983; Lon-
don: Verso, 1991); Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1983); 
Homi K. Bhabha, ed., Nation and Narration (London and New York: Routledge, 1990).
11 Bhabha, ed., Nation and Narration, 4.
12 Ibid., 2. 
13 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 6.
14 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 24–5.
15 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Memoire,” Representations 26 (1989): 7–24. 
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The field of postcolonial studies has extensively investigated the concepts of “East” 
and “West.” Edward Said’s Orientalism and its sources (Lacan’s and Foucault’s theories 
of subjectivity and power relationships, respectively) are helpful because they illuminate 
the techniques used by a given society/group in order to obtain an image of a culture or 
a geographical area that would fulfill whatever need there exists for a particular, fictional 
construct. The produced object – in this case, the inverted object: the West – is needed to 
establish the agent’s subjectivity in opposition to the dominated Other. Said’s “Orientaliza-
tion” of the Orient is akin to the “Westernization” of the “West” by Polish culture, be it 
through demonization or idealization.16 James Clifford’s critique of Said’s project – he ob-
jects to Said’s “construction of simplifying essences and distancing dichotomies” – informs 
this study as well. The assumption that “the spatial identity is increasingly problematic” is 
crucial to this analysis that seeks to discuss instances (if available) of the dissolution and/
or suspension of the binary opposition East-West.17 Similarly to Said’s, Slavoj Žižek’s idea 
of creating the Other (his example: the Balkans as seen by Western Europe during the war 
in Bosnia) in order to clarify one’s own identity is highly relevant. When Žižek analyzes 
the disintegration of Eastern Europe and the subsequent fascination of the West with this 
disintegration, he sees the former as a “likeable, idealized” version of the self for the West. 
Žižek writes: “The real object of fascination for the West is… the gaze, namely the suppos-
edly naïve gaze by means of which Eastern Europe stares back at the West, fascinated by 
its democracy.”18 It seems that in the last two decades the dynamics of the gaze have been 
interrupted, and both the East and the West have lost the Other against whom they could 
build their narratives. Today when the East becomes more and more Western – “East goes 
West” – fulfilling its longtime dream (and sometimes choking on it), the question is not 
only what it means for the West to lose an admirer, but from the perspective of this study, 
what it means for the East to lose an object of desire. 

The Representation of the “West” in Polish Film 1958–2009: Case Studies

Before 1989•	

The discourse of the “West” has been present in post-war Polish cinema since its pow-
erful start with foundational movies such as Andrzej Wajda’s Ashes and Diamonds (Popiół 

16 Edward Said, Orientalism (1978; New York: Vintage Books, 1985), 201–31. Polish and American scholars 
have been debating – to no consensus – the issue of the post-colonial studies’ applicability to the Polish case 
and post-Soviet space. See, for example: Grażyna Borkowska, “Perspektywa postkolonialna na gruncie polskim 
– pytania sceptyka,” Teksty Drugie, no. 5 (2010): 40–52 and/or Dorota Kołodziejczyk, “Postkolonialny transfer 
na Europę Środkowo-Wschodnią,” Teksty Drugie, no. 5 (2010): 22–39. 
17 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 11. 
18 Slavoj Žižek, Tarrying With the Negative: Kant, Hegel, and the Critique of Ideology (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 1993), 200.
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i diament, 1958). The protagonist Maciek Chełmicki’s youthful charm lies, among other 
things, in his alternative, Western-influenced appearance: his ever-present sunglasses that 
lend him the “rock star” aura, tight jeans (a much coveted item of clothing that could only 
be retrieved in the West, especially in the 1950s), a unique “bad boy” hairdo, as well as the 
James Dean-esque persona of a non-conformist rebel without a cause after the end of World 
War II, since the cause was removed with the end of the war. Twenty years later, Agnieszka, 
the protagonist of another celebrated film by Wajda, Man of Marble (Człowiek z marmuru, 
1977), becomes Maciek’s female counterpart, a new type of hero/ine – strong, successful, ac-
tive – whose charisma and originality are constructed also through her Western attire: a den-
im suit which she wears daily like a uniform and which symbolically complements her fierce 
independence.19 Agnieszka’s clothes and other details of the culture of everyday life make it 
obvious that the West is the source of originality and progress; she is “a Westernised, inde-
pendent woman” and thus represents a model of behavior that is opposite to that of “a Polish 
Mother.”20 Agnieszka’s academic advisor in the film school, when angry at her about the 
seeming lack of progress in her graduation movie and for the extensive research she had been 
doing on a politically sensitive topic, yells at her: “Niech się Pani nie bawi w Amerykę, to nie 
są te metody, niech się Pani tym nie zachłystuje… Nie można się z Panią dogadać, umawia-Nie można się z Panią dogadać, umawia-
łem się z Panią, prosiłem... Pewnych rzeczy nie wolno ruszać, zastrzreżone to zastrzeżone…. 
bez dowolności…. zaczyna sie anarchia…” (Stop playing like you are in America, we don’t 
use such methods, don’t get so excited about them… You don’t listen, we had an agreement, 
I asked you to… Some things are off limits, if it’s forbidden, it’s forbidden…. You have no 
choice…. what you’re doing is anarchy.” The key phrase here is “stop playing like you are in 
America” (it could also be translated as “you are not in America”); it makes the cultural and 
linguistic association of “America” with freedom, also of journalistic methods and freedom 
of artistic expression. America (and thus the West) is also invoked as a source of innovation 
when Agnieszka encourages her elderly cameraman to use a hand-held camera with no tri-
pod (a new and shocking thing for Polish filmmaking practices of the 1970s): “Tylko z ręki, 
szeroki obiektyw, oglądał Pan ostatnie amerykańskie filmy? No właśnie…” (“Just handheld 
camera, wide angle, have you seen the latest American movies? Just like that…”). Agnieszka 
is the Polish Marianne of the 1970s, with an American twist; she represents social change, 
the quest for the “truth,” and freedom, and she does it American-style, in her denim suit, 
with a strong appreciation for the way American movies are made. 

19 Indeed Wajda sees the two actors as exceedingly similar – Zbigniew Cybulski and Krystyna Janda – for 
example when he says about Janda: “she’s the smartest boy I’ve come across since Zbyszek Cybulski’s times,” 
article signed by initials “j. sz”: “Wajda: Krysia Janda gra jak Nicholson,” Gazeta Wyborcza, March 6, 2006, 
http://wyborcza.pl/1,75475,3196533.html. The figure of Agnieszka as a new model of femininity has been 
extensively analyzed in, for example, Ewa Mazierska, “Agnieszka and Other Solidarity Heroines of Polish Cin-
ema,” Women in Polish Cinema (New York and Oxford: Berghahn, 2006), 92–109 and in Elżbieta Ostrowska, 
“Krystyna Janda: The Contradictions of Polish Stardom,” Poles Apart: Women in Modern Polish Culture (Bloom-
ington, IN: Slavica, 2006), 37–64. You may also see Justyna Beinek’s “Agnieszka, Angela, Anielica: nie/obec-You may also see Justyna Beinek’s “Agnieszka, Angela, Anielica: nie/obec-
ność kobiet w filmie polskim (1976–2006).” Postscriptum polonistyczne, no. 1 (2008), 69–80.
20 Mazierska, “Agnieszka and Other Solidarity Heroines,” 101.
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In Man of Marble, the measure of artistic success is the freedom to go abroad and to 
be invited to foreign film festivals, that is, “to be recognized in the international arena,” as 
director Burski says when he is returning from a trip abroad (no country mentioned) and 
giving an interview in the glamorous setting of the Okęcie airport in Warsaw. A celebrity 
globetrotter, on the same day, Burski is about to go on another trip, this time to Czecho-
slovakia, a country that despite its status as another Soviet satellite is still seen as a desired/
Western destination by virtue of being a land that is located “abroad” (the discourses of the 
“West” and “abroad”-ness are often conflated in Polish post-war culture). As Ewa Mazier-
ska observes, Man of Marble aptly portrays Edward Gierek’s era of relative “openness to the 
West… conveyed largely by mise-en-scène, showing affluence and Westernisation of some 
sections of society.”21 Burski’s return from and subsequent departure abroad match other 
markers of his professional/financial and personal “success” in the times of socialism of the 
1970s: he is a celebrity film director, besieged by journalists, he lives in an opulent single-
family home, he has a maid, as well as a much younger trophy wife. Clearly, the movie 
implies that the ability to travel abroad (in those times), even if it is to the neighboring 
Czechoslovakia, is a privilege reserved for the rich, famous, and politically correct. How-
ever, the movie also supplies the image of the West as ideologically suspect in the Stalinist 
times: the protagonist’s best friend whose last name is “Witek,” is often called “Wiktorio” 
since he had fought in Spain and was later in a POW camp in France. These facts from his 
biography are enough to suspect that he might be a Western spy. In the Stalinist Poland 
of the early 1950s any connection with the West could mean trouble, and indeed Witek is 
accused of causing Birkut’s accident with a hot brick, is arrested, and tried in the court of 
law. The overall confusion of the Polish ideology and culture when it comes to the West, is 
wonderfully expressed in a 1950s song that Mateusz Birkut (the Stakhanovite worker, who 
is the eponymous “man of marble” and the topic of Agnieszka’s film) sings with Witek on 
a train to yet another feat of bricklaying: 

Dalej młodzi Słowianie,
Dalej, Grecy, Hiszpanie,
Młody Chińczyk do marszu powstaje.
Wnet przyłączą się inni,
Czarni bracia z Wirginii,
Bohaterscy pospieszą Malaje. 

(Forward, young Slavs,
Forward, Greeks and Spaniards,
A young Chinese man is rising to march.
Soon others will follow,
Our black brothers from Virginia,
And heroes from Malaysia will also join us.)

21 Mazierska, “Agnieszka and Other Solidarity Heroines,” 94. 

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   169 2011-11-25   12:51:38



170 WEEReview i/2011

Justyna Beinek

Despite the graphomania and kitsch in which this Stalinist song is rooted, the naively 
“international” imagery presented here is actually interesting: there is no East and West, 
and there is no Poland (nor the United States as such) on the map of the world. The slogan 
“the proletariat of the world, unite” is translated here rather annoyingly into the energetic 
optimism and simple rhymes of the Polish original, but the complete absence of spelled out 
dichotomies and the mish-mash of random geographical areas is rather refreshing, given 
the Polish culture’s perpetual entanglement in the East-West discourse. On the other hand, 
one might argue that the song presents the world according to the Cold War ideology: the 
population of the world is divided into communists and non-communist, with the former 
on the rise and soon prevailing. 

One of the most influential movies of the 1960s, made only four years after Wajda’s 
Ashes and Diamonds, Roman Polanski’s Knife in the Water (Nóż w wodzie, 1962), was cri-
tiqued harshly by the Polish United Workers’ Party for its references to the West and to 
objects imported from the West.22 In the movie’s opening scenes, two main characters, 
a husband and wife, drive a car that a hitchhiker, whom they pick up, immediately defines 
as Western and surely belonging to “someone from an embassy,” that is, a cross between 
a Western politician and a celebrity with a dash of UFO added in. The husband explains to 
him that “now” in the early 1960s a few Western cars are appearing in Warsaw. The couple’s 
boat’s name is “Christine” – an anglicized version of the Polish name Krystyna, the wife’s 
name.23 As Virginia Wexman argues, both the car and the sailboat “epitomize Western con-
sumerism,” while the husband’s ongoing competition with the hitchhiker might be seen as 
analogous to the ideological tension between capitalism and socialism. The many objects of 
desire (the Western car and boat, as well as gadgets such as the portable radio, headphones, 
robes, cooking equipment, an inflatable crocodile used as a swim toy, et cetera) which are 
present in the movie, stand in pars pro toto relationship both to the couple who are defined 
by them (as “bourgeois,” stale, and boring, in the young hitchhiker’s view) and to “the 
West,” to which many of these objects refer. In Knife in the Water, the West means a source 
of consumer goods unavailable to mere mortals under communism. The hitchhiker is both 
fascinated by and resentful of the wealth on display. 

Polish cinema of the 1970s offers snippets of the Western discourse in social dramas 
such as The Man of Marble, a movie that is astoundingly liberal for the time and is a har-
binger of the social changes to come in the next three years. But perhaps the domain that 
allows for the safest commentary and interpretation of “the West” is comedy, a genre that 
can perhaps “tame” or “domesticate” any overtones that could be construed as unaccept-
able by censorship (if a charge of ideological faux pas is raised, one can say that it is all a big 
joke). Sylwester Chęciński’s “classic” comedy, as Marek Haltof calls it, Love It or Leave It 
(Kochaj albo rzuć, 1977), made the same year as Man of Marble, takes place in Chicago and 
portrays the United States (or rather the mythological “America”) as seen through the eyes 

22 Virginia Wright Wexman, Roman Polanski (Boston: Twayne, 1965), 28.
23 Wexman, Roman Polanski, 27.
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of two elderly Polish gentlemen and their granddaughter, who travel to Chicago in order 
to reunite with one of the gentleman’s long-lost brothers.24 The brother turns out to have 
passed away and so the Polish visitors make acquaintance with his daughter, Shirley, who is 
half Polish, half African-American. This “shocking” (to the characters in the movie and to 
the audience in communist Poland) turn of events gives an additional boost to the theme 
of culture shock and Polish encounter with the West/America, served up in the third part 
of a well-known comedy series. 

But all of the fun that can be derived from putting two elderly conservative Polish men 
and their granddaughter in Chicago in the 1970s is possible because Love It or Leave It is 
a product of the late 1970s in Poland. At the beginning of the decade that kind of plot and 
setting probably would not have been possible because of more stringent censorship. A snip-
pet of the West discourse is visible in Marek Piwowski’s (again, cult) comedy The Cruise (also 
known in English as A Trip Down the River; Rejs, 1970), a comical reportage from a ficti-
tious day on a boat trip down the Wisła River, which is an exercise in all kinds of humor 
from absurd to slapstick, but can also be read as a political mockery of the communist sys-
tem by the virtue of the ship simulating the conditions of a closed-off state, with its bureauc-
racy, incompetent rulers, ridiculous voting laws, and forced activities. There is a significant 
mention of the West (or rather “abroad”-ness) in Piwowski’s film but the scene in which it 
appears is one of the most quoted movie dialogues of all times in Polish culture and hence 
especially worth viewing. In this cult dialogue between the mostly silent Mr. Sidorowski and 
the “engineer Mamoń,” Mamoń suggests that foreign movies are better than Polish ones: 

‘Ja w ogóle nie lubię chodzić do kina, a szczególnie nie chodzę na filmy polskie, nudzi 
mnie to po prostu. Zagraniczny to owszem, pójdę, fajne są filmy zagraniczne, wie pan... 
A w filmie polskim... to jest tak, nuda... nic się nie dzieje, proszę pana, no... taka, proszę 
pana, dialogi niedobre, bardzo niedobre dialogi są... proszę pana, w ogóle brak akcji jest, 
nic się nie dzieje... Proszę pana, aż dziw bierze, że nie wzorują się na zagranicznych. Wie 
pan... niech Pan weźmie na przykład aktora... zagranicznego, to ten aktor zagraniczny... to 
jego twarz… coś takiego wyraża, wie pan… A polski aktor… to jest pustka, pustka, nic, 
absolutnie nic… Załóżmy, że polski aktor gra, nie... Na przykład zapala papierosa.... Patrzy 
tak, w prawo, patrzy w lewo, prosto, i nic, dłużyzna.... po prostu dłużyzna.... Patrzę na to 
i aż mi sie chce wyjść z kina, i wychodzę.’

(‘I don’t like going to the movies at all, especially when they are playing Polish movies, 
I’m just bored. I’ll go to the movies when there is a foreign movie, foreign movies are cool, 
you know… And in a Polish movie… It’s boring to tears… Nothing happens, you know… 
You know, bad dialogues, the dialogues are very bad… you know there is no action, noth-
ing ever happens… You know, it’s surprising that they [directors] don’t take foreign mov-
ies as models. You know, if you think about a foreign actor, this foreign actor… his face 
has some kind of expression, you know… But a Polish actor… it’s emptiness, emptiness, 
nothing, absolutely nothing… Let’s say a Polish actor is acting, right?... For example, lights 

24 Marek Haltof, Historical Dictionary of Polish Cinema (Lanham, MD: Lanham Press, 2007), 27.
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a cigarette…. He is looking, looking right, looking left, then straight ahead, and nothing, 
it’s long and boring, just long and boring… I look at it and I just want to leave the movie 
theater, and I leave.’)

For Mamoń, the adjective “foreign” (zagraniczny) means, of course, “Western”; the two 
discourses blend. However, the status of the “West” or “abroad”-ness is immutable as com-
pared to other movies that have been discussed thus far. In this particular case, the West is 
a superior place where “cool” movies are being produced (“cool” movies being character-
ized as having “action” and in which an actor’s face “expresses something” [coś wyraża]), as 
opposed to inherently “boring” Polish films in which the Polish actor’s face is devoid of any 
expression and incapable of transmitting any meaning. Mamoń participates in the shared 
discourse that views Western culture as superior to Polish culture circa 1970. As in Man of 
Marble, it also happens to be meta-discourse on filmmaking, with the West being discussed 
in both cases as the realm of more interesting and expressive cinema. 

In the next decade, at the very beginning of the 1980s, in the aforementioned com-
edy Teddy Bear, released in 1981 during the roughly sixteen months of political “thaw” 
following the rise of Solidarity, the West is represented very concretely by the city of Lon-
don which is a literal locus of money; London is where the movie’s protagonist, Ryszard 
Ochódzki, as well as his wife, are trying to clear their British account before the other 
spouse manages to do it. They do finally get there, and thus, an encounter between Poles 
and the West embodied by London is imagined and recorded. During Ochódzki’s sojourn 
in London, the city and its foreignness are “tamed” with a quintessentially Polish prop: 
a piece of Polish sausage he carries around with him. The English culture is ridiculed also 
through a food-and-drink-related idea: the English are said to drink whiskey “all day long” 
and whiskey is defined to one of the film’s characters who is not familiar with it as “mouse 
vodka” (“wóda na myszach”), probably because of its color. The film’s narrative structure 
is driven by the couple’s quest to get to London (and the bank), and the difficulties with 
attaining this goal are caricatured, as in the scene when they receive their passports. The 
act of receiving passports from the hand of a government official is akin to the script of the 
civil marriage ceremony as it would have looked circa 1980, complete with accoutrements 
such as formal clothes worn by the recipients, poetry recited by a passport office employee 
during the ceremony, and a folk dance performed by two children clad in folk costumes, as 
they bring in the said passports on red pillows. The poem about the passport is absurd, of 
course, yet it does convey the sense of importance of the passport itself and of the moment 
one receives it in communist Poland: 

Lądy i morza przemierzam
Kulę ziemską z otwartym czołem
Polski mam paszport na sercu
Skąd pytam, skąd go wziąłem?
A wziąłem go z dumy i trudu
Ze znoju codziennej pracy
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Ze stali, z żelaza, z węgla
A węgiel to koks, to antracyt.

(I traverse lands and seas
I traverse the globe bravely
I have a Polish passport in my heart
Where did I get it, you may ask, where did I get it?
I found it in pride and toil
In the everyday hard work
In steel, iron, and coal
And coal is coke, it’s anthracite.)

It is the tearing out of a few pages from the passport by Ochódzki’s wife, who tries to 
thwart her husband’s desire to clear their bank account in London, that will have colossal 
consequences affecting his efforts to get to London first. The Okęcie airport in Warsaw 
– truly a topos of the “West” discourse of the turn of the 1970s and 1980s – appears in 
Teddy Bear as the “hallway” to the West. More specifically the ticket sales office is a place 
of labyrinthine structure and Kafkaesque atmosphere. Tickets are sold under absurd cir-
cumstances. For example, a sales assistant suggests to a client that he should buy a ticket 
to Melbourne since he had rejected her suggestion of perhaps buying a ticket to Tokyo. 
The randomness of these far-away locales evokes a fairy-tale realm of foreign places, with 
Tokyo being the crème de la crème of the unreachable, we might say, since a ticket to 
Tokyo is a “very rare ticket, still valid” (“to bardzo rzadki bilet, jeszcze aktualny”) and 
“the plane left three days ago and still hasn’t even come back,” (“samolot odleciał trzy dni 
temu, nawet jeszcze nie wrócił”), she explains. This is the point in the movie when any 
semblance of logical order of reality breaks down, and the viewer enters the theater of the 
absurd in which all meaning is lost. The difficulties that Ochódzki faces in traveling to 
London pile up; fake calls from London made by his co-worker make it seem like an even 
more distant place. For most of the movie, the “West” is barely attainable, out of reach. 
It is a place where one aspires and strives to go but also the place where one is swindled 
and loses one’s money, since in Ochódzki’s case, his wife beats him to the bank. The ul-
timate place of desire is disappointing, if not cruel – not what it had been stacked up to 
be by Polish culture and for the majority of the movie during which the “quest” for the 
“West” takes place.25 

25 Maciej Replewicz in his chapter “Maraton kłamstwa (1979–1981). “Miś,” Stanisław Bareja. Król krzywego 
zwierciadła (Poznan: Zysk i S-ka, 2009), 217–47, describes in detail the trip to London that the crew of Teddy 
Bear took, filming some scenes at Heathrow airport, in the Polish grocery store in Battersea, and in the bank. 
Many anecdotes from that trip, for example, Bareja having to explain to the British that passports in Poland have 
to be returned to the passport office or that a movie director does not have his own airplane, provide real-life 
material for a discussion of the West. 
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After 1989•	

The year 1989 marks significant changes in depictions of the West, occasioned by the 
fall of communism, as well as subsequent erasure of the institution of censorship. Agniesz-
ka Holland’s film A Lonely Woman (Kobieta samotna, made in1981, but released only in 
1989) and Maciej Dejczer’s 300 Miles to Heaven (300 mil do nieba, 1989) are symptomatic 
of the change in the cinematic paradigm of the “West”: directors turned to high-pitched 
drama to show the desperate flight of Poles – the poorest and most disadvantaged ones – to 
the imagined, mythologized, either purely imaginary and inaccessible (as in Holland’s film) 
or equally hermetically sealed paradise that could have only been accessed by superhuman, 
extreme efforts (as in Dejczer’s film). In A Lonely Woman, the West is defined as a place 
where one finds a job and money but also “future.” The couple’s dream is to “go to the 
West,” and specifically, Sweden and East Germany (sic!) are mentioned. This pipe dream, 
given the couple’s lack of funds, contacts, and basic know-how, is further complicated by 
the man’s various physical and mental disabilities. His girlfriend, Irenka, who is a postal 
carrier, steals money which she is supposed to deliver, and leaves her son in an orphanage. 
Using the stolen cash, the couple buys a car which is totaled within minutes since neither 
one of them can really drive. While they spend a night in a hotel, Jacek – who seems to 
become more and more manic – murders Irenka and later goes to the United States em-
bassy. He is mentally unstable and also injured after the car accident (he has a makeshift 
dressing on his head); he asks to talk to the ambassador. A deranged stranger in a majestic 
interior of the embassy, Jacek cuts a truly pathetic figure when he stands vis-à-vis an Ameri-
can marine, the image of strength, power, and control. In the end, Jacek is arrested and 
taken away. The West, embodied by the American embassy and its omnipotent employees 
capable of altering the destinies of many through granting or refusing access to the United 
States, remains completely closed off and beyond Jacek’s chaotic reach. However, in 300 
mil do nieba, a film based on a true story of two young brothers who escaped to Sweden 
during the Martial Law, access is gained, albeit almost by a miracle. The successful quest 
is post factum authorized by their father, who, in a phone conversation, tells them very 
clearly: “Don’t you ever come back here” (“Nigdy tutaj nie wracajcie”). Thus the West is 
also authoritatively valorized as a place “better” than Poland, a place that is the ultimate 
symbolic and palpable goal. 

Władysław Pasikowski’s 1992 gangster movie Pigs (Psy) is, as Marek Haltof has ob-
served, a “Polish Film with an American accent,” one that uses “the formula of American 
police/gangster films and quotes extensively from several makers of quality action films. 
The mise-en-scène is American; there are American references in nearly every scene.”26 In 
this sense, the director inserts his movie into the cinematic discourse of the West so that 
the movie becomes a product of Polish cinema’s encounter with the West. Franz Maurer 
is the new type of hero, one that is “Westernized”: he sports a foreign-sounding name, 

26 Marek Haltof, Polish National Cinema (New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2002), 248.
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as does his girlfriend Angela Wenz and quite a few of his mafia colleagues in the movie 
(Gross, for example). This trend is also exemplified by many other characters from Polish 
gangster films or thrillers of the first decade or so of post-communist cinema, for instance, 
Marcin Kroll from Kroll (Pasikowski’s directorial debut from 1991) or Kuba Brenner from 
Boys Don’t Cry (Chłopaki nie płaczą, 2000, dir. Olaf Lubaszenko). Franz Maurer’s Western/
German-sounding name creates the basis of a character that is “other” enough to be at-
tractive. In Maurer’s case his clothing is also heavily marked by Western aesthetics: his 
leather jacket is adorned with labels that depict the American flag and a “Dallas, Texas” 
inscription. The message is simple: Maurer is a (somewhat problematically) “cool” guy who 
wears equally “cool” Western clothing, and as such has been compared to Maciek from 
Ashes and Diamonds.27 But the image of the West in the movie is more ambivalent as the 
plot progresses: Maurer’s wife has left for America with their child; her American lawyer 
takes away Maurer’s opulent house and BMW; Maurer gets entangled with both Russian 
and German mafia. We might say that in the early-to-mid 1990s the East-West horizon 
of Polish popular film and culture broadens to include the East as a new “partner,” since 
Russia loses its status as the center of overwhelming political power. 

In a highbrow yet also very popular film, Krzysztof Kieślowski’s White (Biały, 1994), 
the “West” literally gets married to Poland, symbolized by the impotent and awkward 
Polish  anti-hero Karol’s marriage to Dominique, a glamorous French beauty who divorces 
him, rendering him homeless and penniless in Paris. Karol’s ensuing quest for revenge is 
also a quest for possession and power. Due to a complex scheme involving his own orches-
trated murder in which he implicates his ex-wife, the poor Pole manages to successfully 
woo and outwit Dominique. In White, the West becomes fully incorporated into the plot 
structure; it does not exist solely in the form of references and allusions (as is the case with 
Ashes and Diamonds and Knife in the Water, for example) and is not a “promised land” that 
is out of reach for most people. The West becomes a space where a Pole can lead an exist-
ence, although one that is marked by a sense of inferiority and persecution. There is no 
equality between Karol and Dominique – and ironically the eponymous color white rep-
resents égalité in the film, the second of the values mentioned in the slogan of the French 
revolution of 1789 – a sentiment which can perhaps be extrapolated to mean that there is 
no equality between the West and Eastern Europe. This is an oversimplified interpretation 
and easy symbolism, of course, but Kieślowski seems to hover around the issue of political 
equality between European countries and their possible “marriage”; he shows a sustained 
interest in that issue, as evidenced by making the concerto for the unification of Europe, 
a vital motif both in terms of plot and soundtrack in White’s predecessor, the first film of 
the Three Colors (Trzy kolory) trilogy, Blue (Niebieski, 1993). In his analysis of White, Kris 
Van Heuckelom also suggests that Karol’s temporary impotence, the couple’s inability to 
communicate since Karol does not know French, and the eventual divorce, all are symbolic 

27 Haltof, Polish National Cinema, 250.
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of the distance separating East European immigrants from the West.28 Marek Haltof notes 
that Western critics have often interpreted White as a movie about the relationship between 
Poland and the West. For example, Paul Coates wrote that “White dramatizes Polish fears 
of exclusion from Europe,” and Van Heuckelom read Karol’s impotence as an encoun-
ter with “locked European doors.”29 As Tadeusz Lubelski notes, this preoccupation with 
Poland “coming back to Europe” had already been present in Kieslowski’s Double Life of 
Veronique (Podwójne życie Weroniki, 1991), in which a Polish young woman and her French 
“double” are about to meet, yet the meeting never takes place.30 

Polish films of the last decade seem to mark a shift in these basic paradigms of the figu-
rations of the West. Andrzej Jakimowski’s Tricks (Sztuczki, 2007) presents still a fairly con-
ventional image of the West as the source of jobs and money, but in the post–2004 Polish 
reality, there is none of the drama linked to defecting/escaping to the West or being a des-
perate émigré. Elka, a young woman from a small town in southwestern Poland, dreams 
of landing a job with an Italian company that had moved to Wałbrzych. She is learning 
Italian, even while she is performing her dishwashing job, and she makes several unsuc-
cessful trips to the company’s headquarters in an attempt to set up an interview. The West 
is symbolized by a steel-and-glass Italian company building that stands in stark contrast to 
the run-down, dusty, albeit quaint, space of the town and to Elka’s family’s crowded apart-
ment in an old tenement house. This new Western business that had settled in the small 
town promises employment in the land of unemployment. The West is also imagined as 
a slick car; the Italian CEO’s fancy vehicle becomes the absolute object of desire for Elka’s 
little brother Stefek who hovers around it whenever his big sister takes him with her to the 
company’s office. In this film it is the automobile that marks the difference between Poland 
and the West: a shot of a car lot full of decrepit old but Western cars cuts to the fancy car 
of the Italian CEO. This foreign car is the opposite of her boyfriend’s bike, which in one 
scene is supposed to serve as transportation after Elka’s restaurant shift ends late at night 
but breaks down, and so the couple is forced to walk home in the rain. 

However, Łukasz Palkowski’s Reservation (Rezerwat, also 2007), although seemingly 
quite similar in the depiction of the lower strata of society and living conditions of the 
poor, already departs from introducing the West (a Western business, in Tricks) as “savior.” 
Warsaw’s district of Praga, where the action takes place, seems sealed off from the rest of the 
world, and it has few links even to the rest of the city, let alone foreign locales. There is one 
interesting image of the West that appears in the only dream sequence in the movie, thus 

28 Kris Van Heuckelom, “Nowi Londyńczycy. Polscy emigranci na dużym (i małym) ekranie, Postscriptum 
polonistyczne, no. 1 (2010): 171–2. Van Heuckelom provides an overview of the figure of a Polish immigrant 
in film; his article references Ewa Mazierska’s study on that topic, “In Search of Freedom, Bread, and Self-
fulfillment: A Short History of Polish Emigrants in Fictional Film,” Polish Migration to the UK in the ‘New’ 
European Union, ed. Kathy Burrell (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 107–25. 
29 Haltof, Polish National Cinema , 201. Paul Coates, “The Sense of Ending: Reflections on Kieślowski’s Tril-
ogy,” Film Quarterly 50, no. 2 (1996–1997), 23–24, qtd. in Haltof, Polish National Cinema, 201. 
30 Tadeusz Lubelski, ”Kino Wolność (1990–2009),” Postscriptum polonistyczne. no. 1 (2010): 53.
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distancing the West from the here-and-now of the film – a “West” that one could argue 
is actually an “East” since it is Japan that represents the Other. In the scene dreamt by the 
film’s protagonist, a young photographer who rents an apartment in a run-down building 
in Praga, a group of Japanese tourists visit this area of Warsaw at night and wish to pay for 
the experience of being beaten up by a local thug, a “native” inhabitant of Praga. This is 
a fascinating loop of ethnic stereotypes played out against the backdrop of a liquor store 
named “Alcohols from Around the World 24/7” (“Alkohole świata 24 h”). The Japanese 
tourists are shown as a caricature as they take hundreds of photos, as the “native” of Praga 
is trapped in the role of a thug while simultaneously defying this role by speaking perfect 
Japanese. While the scene can be interpreted as a tongue-in-cheek comment on the recent 
rise in Praga’s popularity among the Warsaw bohème, it possibly marks a new approach to 
the West: perhaps the West is inferior, not superior, and while it retains its affluent status, 
it is plain ridiculous in its quest for the “authentic” and “exotic,” and as such it is worthy 
only of being beaten to a pulp by a homeboy from Praga.

In Małgorzata Szumowska’s 33 Scenes from a Life (33 sceny z życia, 2008), the West 
becomes a qualitatively new idea. All main characters move freely between Poland and the 
West, as if no political or cultural borders ever existed or mattered. Julia, the visual art-
ist, is planning to go to the Venice Biennale; her composer husband goes to Cologne for 
rehearsals of his premiere, her mother, the writer, speaks of her planned trip to Toronto, 
reads Newsweek while she is in the hospital and orders pizza with seafood as take-out; her 
sister asks her for a “Tic Tac” during a funeral – this is certainly a post–1989 reality. The 
young couple drives a Peugeot shown in a long close-up at the beginning of the movie 
in a shot reminiscent of the opening of Polanski’s Knife in the Water. But unlike in 1962, 
a foreign car is nothing special in twenty-first-century Poland. English is pervasive and 
part of the characters’ lives: Julia says “fuck” when the elevator door malfunctions and the 
hospital equipment has English-language labels. The “West” clearly permeates the lives of 
the characters but it is no longer the answer to their problems, it is no longer the superior 
and idealized place. Julia’s husband explains that “Western countries” are the progressive 
nations where one does not smoke in restaurants as Julia lights up a cigarette in a restau-
rant in defiance of “rules.” Adrian, Julia’s friend, refers to Bill Gates as a “thief ” and mocks 
corporations which are now simply a part of the new Polish reality. Even the fact that Julia 
is “rejected” by the West (her artwork is not accepted at the Venice Biennale) does not seem 
to have much symbolic content at this point. Furthermore, the Polish begin depict them-
selves differently. Cosmopolitan Polish intelligentsia is shown as being so fully integrated 
with the rest of the West that it can afford an ultimate gesture of dissociation with Polish 
culture. In the opening scenes of the film, the Polish national dish bigos, immortalized by 
the Romantic poet Adam Mickiewicz in the national epic Pan Tadeusz(1834), becomes the 
subject of a joke.

Xawery Żuławski’s 2009 adaptation of Dorota Masłowska’s 2002 novel, Snow White 
and Russian Red (Wojna polsko-ruska pod flagą biało-czerwoną), shows today’s Polish youth’s 
entrapment between the myths and realities of the West on the one hand and the East 
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(Russia) on the other.31 Among many examples of such entrapment, the scene at a fast food 
place is the case in point: the West – symbolized by McDonald’s-type fast food places – not 
only enters Poland bringing it into the orbit of globalized cuisine and economy, but the 
fast food model has already been internalized thereby producing a Polish copy of it named 
“Polish Burger” (Polski Burger), with a Polish “accent” in the form of a blinking (slightly 
broken) neon sign. The fast food restaurant replicates the original’s sterile, institution-like 
feel of mass-produced and mass-consumed (food) culture, which in the scene of visiting the 
restaurant at night by the movie protagonist Silny (“Strong” in the original Polish) and his 
pal Lewy (“Leftie”), is augmented by emptiness and motionlessness (the two buddies are 
the only customers), silence, cold lights, automatic movements of the lone woman worker, 
her work uniform and blank, robot-like facial expression. When Silny and his buddy make 
an order and terrorize the young woman cashier, Silny’s feminine lilac-hued overcoat with 
a flamboyant reddish fur collar which he stole during a speed-induced escapade, screams 
“individuality”, and strongly contrasts with the simple red uniform of the cashier. 

“Polski Burger” is not the only Western fashion being ridiculed in the book and movie. 
Polish versions of Western imports ranging from a meaningless, caricatured talk show to 
pointless, absurd marketing strategies to parodies of the ideologies such as feminism, ani-
mal rights, vegetarianism, and environmental consciousness, are mocked. Even marketing 
strategies become the subject of laughs as Silny refuses to pay for a soft drink at “Polski 
Burger” and jokingly justifies himself with the absurd line: “Promotion because of the 
USA” (“Promocja z okazji USA”). The “Polski Burger” scene is saturated with East-West-
Other imagery; the woman worker is called a “whore of Babylon” (“kurwa babilońska”). 
Later she is told by the two men “Osama will fuck you up anyway” (“Osama i tak cię 
zapierdoli”) and “Osama will fucking kill you for giving blow jobs to eurocwele” (“Osama 
cię zajebie za robienie laski eurocwelom,”) – eurocwele being a neologism that combines 
the prefix “euro,” related to the idea of Europe and the European Union and the noun 
“cwel” which is a slang term for a man raped by other men in prison. During the ensuing 
walkie-talkie dialogue between Silny and Lewy (they steal the equipment from the petri-
fied “Polski Burger” worker), the worst invectives have to do with sex and the East-West 
imagery. For example, Lewy says to Silny “Silny is sucking Moscow’s dick” (“Silny robi 
Moskwie lachę”) and later on he says, “Silny is a cwel and his mother takes her pants off for 
the Russkies” (“Silny jest cwelem, a jego matka zdejmuje majtki dla ruskich”). As these few 
examples show, the Otherness of foreignness is not a good thing for Silny and Lewy who 
associate cosmopolitan Babylon with inferiority/baseness. The Other (of some unspecified 
kind, most likely an “Eastern” Other, defined in opposition to the West and the U. S.) is 
symbolized by “Osama” and seen as powerful through its imagined sexual dominance. The 
East (“Moscow” and “the Russkies”) is not actively dominating, but still being  sexually 

31 Dorota Masłowska, Wojna polsko-ruska pod flagą biało-czerwoną (2002; Warsaw: Lampa i Iskra Boża, 2005, 
3rd ed.). The English title Snow White and Russian Red is the title of Benjamin Paloff’s English translation of 
the book (New York: Black Cat, 2005). 
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serviced in the implication of oral sex and the suggestion of Silny’s mother “taking off her 
underwear for ‘The Russkies.’” These are figures of speech and ridiculous if not absurd 
dialogues of two men under the influence of an amphetamine, but the East-West imagery, 
so pervasive in this scene, permeates the whole novel. Masłowska and Żuławski complicate 
the Poland-West-East triangle and offer an image and critique of both Poland’s fascination 
with the West (through emulation) and resentment toward it, simultaneously degrading 
Russia but giving it a superior status nonetheless. 

Przemysław Czapliński interprets the figure of Silny in Masłowska’s novel Snow White 
and Russian Red as someone who possesses an intuitive ability to construct the Other (for 
example, Western, Russian, woman, gay, et cetera). Silny constructs Polishness as a world-
view or stance that is inherently anti-Western, anti-Russian/Eastern, anti-global, anti-capi-
talist, anti-consumerist, and homophobic. It is Silny’s, i. e., the new generation’s knee-jerk 
reaction to the new post-communist reality; he re-constructs “enemies,” relying on a matrix 
of Otherness. His mockery of the West’s intrusion into Polish culture is conditioned by the 
great narrative that is at the same time both pro-West and anti-West, and seems to circulate 
across social strata, educational levels, and generations.32 According to Czapliński, societies 
continue to exist because of such exchange of narratives – an unfinished, constant process. 
Polish post–1989 culture has been testing out old ideas, recycling, questioning, rejecting, 
and restoring them. This process of searching the “archive of ideas” is a part of forging the 
new identity, which by definition has to be fluid, and decentered, appearing only to be 
subsumed by a new central narrative.33 The West is certainly one of such grand persistent 
narratives of Polish culture, one that is being tested in interesting ways by Polish cinema of 
the last decade. We will no doubt see many cinematic representations of the West, which 
will be rooted in and also contest the polarized/fossilized image of the West as both en-
chanting and engendering resentment. 

Conclusion

This paper traces a general trajectory of imagining a Pole’s (or Polish culture’s) encounter 
with “the West” in Polish film since the 1950s until present day. The main question of this 
inquiry is evaluating the impact of the fall of communism on the changing attitudes about 
the West as a cultural construct. Before 1989, the Pole in question is often someone who 
 comments on various manifestations of the West. In Man of Marble, Agnieszka watches 
American movies, and apparently so does “engineer Mamoń” in Cruise (and they both think 
foreign films should be emulated by Polish filmmakers), whereas the hitchhiker in Knife in 
the Water “meets” the West through sophisticated consumer goods unavailable to most of 

32 Przemysław Czapliński, Polska do wymiany: późna nowoczesność i nasze wielkie narracje (Warsaw: W. A. B., 
2009), 268–72.
33 Czapliński, Polska do wymiany, 16–18.
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the population in communist Poland. At times the West is viewed with the eyes of a Polish 
visitor who travels there, such as Ochódzki in Teddy Bear or the Polish family touring Chi-
cago in Love It or Leave It. Around 1989, a Pole imagines the West or an even more nebulous 
“abroad” as Irenka and Jacek in A Lonely Woman subscribe to such vague image of the West. 
A closer encounter with the West is experienced by an émigré Pole, for example, Karol Karol 
in White or the two young brothers in 300 Miles to Heaven (they represent the case of aspir-
ing émigrés who advance to the émigré status, unlike Irenka and Jacek who never get to the 
West). What unites these basic types of encounters with the West is the shared discourse of 
distance to the West (real and symbolic). 

After 1989, the construction of the West is carried out sometimes though actual imita-
tion of Western film genres, of which Pigs, Poland’s first successful gangster flick, is a good 
example. If we think about the representation of the West in the post-communist cinema, 
it is the émigré narrative that dominates. White is a prime example of this narrative, which 
is steeped in two main discourses of the past: the continued evaluation of the economy of 
inferiority/superiority, as well as the perception of the West as an object of desire (a dynamic 
that is often represented quite directly through erotic desire, as it is in White). This para-
digm is at times slightly altered by, for example, introducing the plot of revenge (the East fi-
nally getting the symbolic upper hand), or it can be shown in new decorations, for instance, 
of wild capitalism of the early 1990s (White exemplifies both alterations). Yet the basic 
attitude toward the West remains the same monolith captured by Sławomir Mrożek in his 
literary imagining of Polish encounters with the West in his novella Moniza Clavier (1966)34 
and play Emigrants (Emigranci, 1974). This attitude of coveting and resentment is summa-
rized in one apt line from the play, spoken by one Polish émigré to another: “You can’t get 
over the fact that here the toilets are cleaner than our baptismal fonts.”35 The myth of the 
West in Polish culture seems to be so strong that it erases geographical/spatial or temporal 
differences; the Pole vis-à-vis the West remains essentially the same. Mrożek’s reduction of 
the Polish émigrés to “XX” and “AA” living in an unnamed, yet superior to Poland, Western 
location (presumably Paris) best encapsulates this absolute, fixed, seemingly existing a priori 
relation between Polish culture and its solidly constructed Other – the West. 

It is only some of the most recent Polish cinema and literature that attempt to under-
mine this construct. For example, 33 Scenes from a Life shows the West as a normalized 
referent (stripped off of the quotation marks, we might say), a cultural space in which 
Polish artists, musicians, and writers – not émigrés anymore – can freely function as 
equals, whereas Snow White and Russian Red questions the flooding of Poland with West-
ern economic and cultural imports around Poland’s accession to the European Union. In 
the artistic world of  Reservation, the West does not seem to matter or even exist; the only 
encounter with the Other is oneiric and hence far from any kind of reality. As in the geo-

34 Sławomir Mrożek, Moniza Clavier (1966; Cracow: Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1983).
35 Sławomir Mrożek, Emigrants, trans. Henry Beissel, The Mrożek Reader, ed. Daniel Gerould (New York: 
Grove Press, 2004) 332. 
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graphically confused and divorced from reality song from Man in Marble, in which “brave 
Malaysians” are “hurrying to lend a  hand” in revolution-building to their “black broth-
ers from Virginia,” as well as to Slavs, Greeks,  Spaniards, and the Chinese, in Reservation, 
thugs from Warsaw’s Praga speak perfect Japanese and the Japanese tourists are happy to 
pay big bucks to get badly beaten up. Also, it is hard to determine whether the Japanese 
tourists are presented as emissaries of the West or East, which renders both categories ir-
relevant; thus the West’s otherwise looming presence in Polish culture seems temporarily 
suspended in the movie. These three films present three significantly different takes on 
the West in Polish film and literature, as compared to the ones of the previous half-century. 
Literature in particular has worked in synergy with film in re-conceptualizing Polish con-
struction of the West. For instance, Andrzej Stasiuk’s play Night: A Slavo-Germanic Medical 
Tragifarce (Noc. Słowiańsko-germańska tragifarsa medyczna, 2005) ridicules the fossilized 
dichotomy of East and West, while his travelogue Dojczland (2007) probes the Polish-
German relations from the viewpoint of an East European writer – not a Gastarbeiter or 
émigré any longer – whose project is to “see and describe” the West without genuflec-
tion.36 The idea of “the West” as a  cultural  category has not been completely overhauled in 
the post–1989 period, but in the last few years, Polish culture has made a few steps toward 
new ways of imagining and approaching “the West.” 
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Introduction

Successful communication assumes an agreement about the meaning of words, espe-
cially those words that are considered important within a given cultural group. Over 
the course of Polish history, few words have been charged with so much emotion as 

the term patriotism. The turbulent events of the last few hundred years, and in particular the 
partitions of Poland in the 18th century, meant that the very existence of the Polish state was 
something that could not be taken for granted. In the 19th century, the Polish fatherland 
(patria) was divided among three foreign powers. For the Polish people, the survival of their 
language, culture, education, religion, and traditions was of the highest priority and patriot-
ism was considered one of the leading virtues. This love of country and the Polish identity 
frequently clashed with the notions of statehood imposed from outside. Many Poles sacri-
ficed great personal comfort, and some even forfeit their lives, in the pursuit and validation 
of these ideals.

The resulting romantic concept of patriotism, one which present day Polish children 
study in school, differs significantly from the modern, unemotional definition of the term 
in the West. English language dictionaries define “patriotism” as “devoted love, support, 
and defense of one’s country; national loyalty.”1 There is no mention of sacrifice, blood, 
and death in that definition. However, the word does not resonate equally in the English 
speaking world; Americans, whose country was born through a revolution and declara-
tion of independence, or the inhabitants of the British Isles, may be more inclined to 
understand the peculiarities of the Polish interpretation of the term than Canadians or 
Australians. This paper analyses the changing meaning – referential and associative – of the 
term patriotism in Polish, and relates its semantic development to the changing political 
situation in Poland.

1 “patriotism,” The Free Dictionary. http://www.thefreedictionary.com/patriotism (accessed on May 24, 2010)
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Semantic development of the term patriotism

Even though the terms patriotism and patriot derive from the Greek πατριά (patria, de-
noting family, tribe or national community), the words, with their modern meanings, came 
into more frequent use only with the birth of nation states. They became popular in Europe, 
and then in America, in the 18th century. Such was their influence that in Poland, some of 
the brightest minds and reformers of the time gathered to form the Patriotic Faction (Stron-
nictwo Patriotyczne), active during the so called Great Sejm / Diet (1788–1792). 

In addition to the Polish love of country, was the Polish love of religion; in 1656 King 
Jan Kazimierz officially proclaimed the Virgin Mary as the Queen of Poland. This pro-
found and long standing connection between the two created a very specific brand of both 
Polish patriotism and Polish nationalism. The love of country, the protection of the Polish 
language and traditions, the accompanying religious idealism, and the teaching of Polish 
history were among the unquestioned duties of every Pole. These expressions of patriot-
ism and nationalism became defining qualities, especially as the dangers and threats to the 
Polish state were very real. Betrayal of the homeland, unless it was done under extreme 
duress, was considered unforgivable.

In communist Poland, many words lost their established meaning through the pur-
poseful manipulation of their usage. The official communist propaganda in Poland linked 
the word patriotism with support for the communist, Soviet imposed rule. True patriots 
(with ‘true’ being the so called weasel word, i.e. a word that corrupts the meaning of the 
words it attaches to2) were those people who ‘understood the historical necessities’ and 
‘chose the right side in the struggle for social progress.’ Thus, a patriot was no longer some-
one who loved Poland (their patria), but rather someone who ‘loved’, or at least willingly 
accepted, the Soviet domination of their fatherland and the rule of the communist party 
(partia). Who knows, maybe with a longer use, the word patriotism would have acquired 
a folk etymological interpretation as a derivation from the word partia instead of patria. 
However, so redefined, patriotism was no longer seen by Poles as a virtue when applied 
to communist contexts. Privately, the word was still used for historical events such as the 
Warsaw Uprising or the struggle of the underground Home Army during World War II, 
but in other situations, in the official public discourse, it simply became one of those dull, 
empty words that formed the core of communist Newspeak. 

After 1980, patriot seemed to have shaken off its layers of Newspeak, and was again 
used openly to talk about those who risked their lives participating in the workers’ and 
students’ protests of 1956, 1968, 1970, 1976, and finally August 1980. People used it to de-
scribe important Polish leaders of moral or political opposition, such as the Primate Stefan 
Wyszyński, Solidarność leader Lech Wałęsa, and the murdered priest, Father Popiełuszko, 
all of whom opposed the communist authorities of their time. But then, soon after the final 

2 Mario Pei, Weasel Words. The Art of Saying What You Don’t Mean (New York, NY:    Harper  Collins Publishers, 
1978).
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collapse of the communist system in 1989, the word was again appropriated by the chauvin-
istic faction of the post-communist elite, and associated with groups such as the All Polish 
Youth (Młodzież Wszechpolska), a militant youth organization sponsored by the League of 
Polish Families (LPR, part of the ruling coalition between 2005 and 2007). They talked of 
patriotism, but their definition was based on hostility towards other ethnic groups, and on 
an abhorrence of the West: to its European Union, its liberal values, its disrespect for Chris-
tian religious traditions, and to the destructive influence of the English language.

As always, there was an element of truth in their negative portrayal of post-communist 
Poland, but fighting the spread of pornography, and not mixing in English words where 
Polish terms are available cannot be considered the equivalent of patriotism. This mix of 
militaristic nationalism, religious zeal, chauvinistic loathing of anything foreign (with an 
added touch of anti-Semitism), was a borderline call for violence, hinting aggressively that 
the communist leaders of the past should not only go on trial, but they were de facto guilty, 
and should be lynched. Slogans about hanging communists on trees, and pictures of dead 
communists in a noose would qualify as criminal in most democracies. 

The 2010 plane catastrophe that killed the Polish President and other top govern-
ment, military, religious, and intellectual leaders of the country brought a new quality to 
the discussion of patriotism. It seemed as if both the word and the virtue itself were sud-
denly the property of one political faction in Poland. This political construction happened 
through the skilful use of language. Through the use of the verb “polec” (to fall, as in a war 
or battle) instead of “zginąć” (to die, e.g. in an accident) to describe the way the passengers 
of the ill-fated presidential plane had lost their lives, their deaths have been transported 
from the context of a plane accident to the frame of a military death on the battlefield, 
almost a sacrifice. Then came insinuations of conspiracy and treason. On the first anniver-
sary of the plane catastrophe, the brother of the late president, the former prime minister 
Jarosław Kaczyński used a quotation from a poem by Zbigniew Herbert3 referring to the 
late president and other passengers as those who were “betrayed at dawn.” But Herbert was 
describing the victims of communist atrocities, namely the Polish soldiers murdered in the 
Katyń Forest. The fact that the doomed Polish delegation was flying to commemorate the 
Katyń massacre does not make it the victim of the same enemy forces. However, this use 
of language was critical in creating a new type of patriotism. The distinction was made by 
the party led by Jarosław Kaczyński. There were those who could be called patriots, i.e., 
those who were in support of his conspiracy theory and what followed from it: the criminal 
negligence of both the Polish and the Russian governments; the possibility of a conspiracy 
to commit crime; the hero status of the late president and his right to be buried among 
the kings at the Wawel cathedral; and the monument to him in front of the presidential 
palace). And then there were those who questioned the late president’s hero status and 
Jarosław Kaczyński’s propositions and were therefore not worthy of the label.

3 Zbigniew Herbert, “Message from Mr. Cogito,” Pan Cogito (Warszawa, 1974); English translation “The Envoy 
of Mr. Cogito” in: Zbigniew Herbert, Mr. Cogito (Ecco, 1995).
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The effects of the communist devaluation of the word patriotism

The word “patriotic” has a tradition of use in the names of Polish political organiza-
tions that fought for the reformation of the Polish state and for the independence of 
the country. In addition to Stronnictwo Patriotyczne during the Great Sejm, there was 
a Narodowe Towarzystwo Patriotyczne (National Patriotic Society) established in 1821 by 
Walerian Łukasiński, and a Klub Patriotyczny (Patriotic Club), active during the Novem-
ber Uprising of 1830. Janusz A. Majcherek4 observed that as a result of the communist de-
valuation of the term ‘patriotic’ the anti-communist movement in Poland preferred to call 
itself ‘democratic opposition.’ Majcherek notes that the word national also became a very 
popular addition to all kinds of official names in communist Poland. A popular state slo-
gan of the 1970s was “The Party with the Nation, the Nation with the Party.” As is typical 
with both political and advertising slogans, the missing predicate allows for any and every 
interpretation. The official name of the military ‘junta’ that declared martial law in Poland 
in December 1981 called itself the Military Council of National Salvation. What exactly 
was meant by the word ‘nation’ at this time is not entirely clear, as the semantics of this 
word became blurry after WWII which not only robbed Poland of its ethnic mosaic, but 
also brought about a change in the political system. Often, the very people labelled by 
the communist authorities as “enemies of the nation” (wrogowie narodu) were considered 
by ordinary Poles as the most patriotic. And vice versa: some of the communist “heroes” 
were considered by the Polish people to be nothing more than common criminals. For 
example, Rutkowski, Hibner and Kniewski were sentenced to death in 1925 for killing 
innocent bystanders when they attempted assassination of a police officer who had infil-
trated the communist movement; the very streets in Warsaw where they had gone on their 
shooting spree were named after them in communist Poland. 

Interestingly, the country where my generation was born was called not Poland but 
the People’s Republic of Poland. The word ‘republic’ (from Latin res publica) has an old 
Polish equivalent (or calc translation): rzeczpospolita. This is how Poles had referred to 
their homeland for centuries: rzeczpospolita or res publica, i.e. ‘that which is the posses-
sion of the people.’ However, the adjective ludowa (‘people’s), used in many other com-
binations as well, was another word co-opted for weasel purposes after World War II. 
It was attached to words and phrases only to empty them of their original meaning or, 
rather, to pervert their meaning. Thus, in the new name of Poland, what used to be the 
property of the people became in fact the new colony of the Soviet Union. In demokracja 
ludowa (‘people’s democracy’ – the official name of the political system of the Eastern 
European countries) and in sprawiedliwość ludowa (‘people’s justice’), the adjective actu-
ally corrupts the meaning of the noun and turns the whole phrase into a negation of 
the idea. The adjective would be added, almost at random, to nouns in order to make 
them sound more ‘politically correct’ in the communist sense: thus gospodarka ludowa 

4 Janusz Majcherek, “Czas patriotów” (‘The time of the patriots’), Gazeta Wyborcza, August 8, 2008, 24–25.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   188 2011-11-25   12:51:39



WEEReview i/2011 189

Patriotism and Nationalism

would be ‘people’s economy’, signifying something like socialist or centrally planned 
economy but more vague and not at all equivalent to the German Volkswirtschaft.
The word ludowy is only legitimate when it is used to mean ‘folklore-related.’ It ibecomes 
a weasel word when it is supposed to relate nouns to the communist system. 

A somewhat similar situation happened in German with the word Volk. For Hitler, all 
Germans, wherever they lived, constituted one ethnic group, one Volk. The lexeme Volk – 
in this meaning of ethnic togetherness – was added to nouns and adjectives quite freely, 
producing many specifically Nazi words: volksnah (‘ethnically close,’ ‘popular’ or ‘down to 
earth,’ but with ‘earth’ or ‘soil’ (Boden) also being one of the key words in Nazism), völkisch 
(a word practically taken over by the Nazis and used to mean ‘popular’, populist’ or ‘com-
mon’ but in a positive ‘natural’ sense), Volksgemeinschaft (‘a racially unified and idealized 
community of people’), etc. It is interesting to observe in this context that the communist 
state created in the Soviet occupation zone of Germany had to be called the German Demo-
cratic Republic because of the Nazi associations lingering to the word Volk. 

Redefining the meanings of words was a linguistic strategy characteristic of totalitarian 
propaganda. Victor Klemperer5 offers many examples of this in his study of language dete-
rioration in the Third Reich, LTI. If used often enough new meanings spread like wild fire 
and take hold of the speakers. One of the examples Klemperer quotes is the noun fanatic 
transformed into a positive description and used by the Nazis to refer to ardent support-
ers of their ideology. The word, in its adjectival form (fanatical) was often juxtaposed with 
words such as ‘hero’ and ‘National Socialist’ and, as Klemperer argues, quickly became 
associated with positive personal characteristics to the point that heroism was unthinkable 
without fanaticism. Today we think that the adjective fanatical returned to its negative 
meaning (overzealous or obsessed) but we likely forget that the word ‘fanatical’ is the root 
of fan, and aren’t we all fans of something or someone? 

Among the words that changed their meaning in communist Poland, the word patriot-
ism has a very special place due to its historical significance. Because of the partitions of Po-
land and more than a hundred years of struggle for national independence, patriotism was 
deeply ingrained into the very way of thinking for several generations of Poles. Except for 
the short period of time between the two world wars when Poland was independent, there 
used to be a distinction between the nation and the state. The state was usually identified 
with the occupying power. The twenty years of independence (1918–1939) were followed 
by Nazi occupation and then by the Soviet control of Poland. Thus, for many generations of 
Poles, patriotism meant fighting for national independence against the occupying powers, 
which were often synonymous with the state, government, officials of any rank, etc. This 
definition of patriotism did not sit well with communist authorities, as they were clearly 
identified with the Soviet Union. This, in turn, was for many people just another name for 
Russia, one of the three powers that were instrumental in the partitions of Poland. Thus, 

5 Victor Klemperer, The Language of the Third Reich. LTI: Lingua Tertii Imperii, translated from German by 
Martin Brady (London and New Brunswick, NJ: The Athlone Press, 2000).
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‘patriotism’ under communist rule had to be redefined. Głowiński6 (1996:126–27) offers 
a brief history of this term in communist Poland. He writes that in Stalin’s times, the term 
‘patriotism’ was the “Siamese twin” of another popular propaganda term ‘internationalism’, 
as “the love of one’s own country had to go hand in hand with the admiration of the first 
workers’ and peasants’ state.”7 Following Stalin’s death, the only thing that had changed 
was the slight decrease in the overbearing nature of the propaganda use of this term. Pa-
triotism came to mean essentially being in agreement with the Party. You were either with 
“us, the Party” or against “us.” The word ‘patriot’ became a way of signaling an allegiance 
with the party line; thus, the so called ‘patriot priests’ (księża patrioci) was a term used to 
describe those among the Catholic clergy who, mostly in the Stalin’s period, collaborated 
(or were forced to collaborate) with the communist authorities. 

Following the strikes in 1980, the word briefly returned to its traditional definition. 
However, in 1982, after the imposition of the martial law, a new pro-communist organiza-
tion was created and given a name that included the adjective ‘patriotic’, thus signifying 
that for the authorities the term was still an empty word shell. It was called the Patriotic 
Movement for National Rebirth (called PRON). It united many pro-government organi-
zations in an attempt to show that the ‘entire society’ was in support of the government 
policy against the delegalized Solidarity trade union. As Solidarity had 10 million mem-
bers, it was quite difficult to show that the entire nation was against it, but in communism 
propaganda nothing was impossible. As the membership in the Movement was organiza-
tional and not individual, it was relatively easy to order all official organizations to join 
it. Głowiński8 quotes a newspaper headline: “the movement of all patriots.” This headline 
suggested that all patriots supported PRON, i.e. you could not be a patriot if you did not 
support it. He adds, however, that this title also indicated PRON’s potential openness to 
all those with good will. Here, again, ‘good’ meant what was good for the government, not 
for the people.

Those individuals whose patriotism was not based on support for the communist Party 
could not be called patriots. If they were referred to that way, it was usually with the use 
of the ironic quotation marks, typical for most types of propaganda and best described by 
Klemperer9. Thus, the members of KOR, the Workers’ Defense Committee, a civil society 
group created by intellectuals to help the workers persecuted after the June 1976 workers’ 
strikes in Radom, were referred to as “patriots” in quotation marks, and the inspirational 
teachings of Father Popiełuszko were referred to as “patriotic” sermons. In the mouths of 
the communist propagandists, the word patriot became synonymous with collaborator, but 
for most of the ordinary people it still retained its Polish meaning. As such, the word patri-
ota was a great example of a user’s defined meaning: different groups in Poland were  using 

6 Michał Głowiński, Mowa w stanie oblężenia: 1982–1985 (‘Language under Siege: 1982–1985’) (Warszawa: 
Open, 1996), 126–27.
7 Ibid., 126. My translation.
8 Ibid., 127. My translation.
9 Victor Klemperer, The Language of the Third Reich, 72–73.
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this term with different, often mutually exclusive meanings. In the so called Fourth Repub-
lic (‘Czwarta Rzeczpospolita’), the new Poland that the Kaczyński brothers had tried to 
create between 2005 and 2007 when they were both simultaneously holding the country’s 
two top positions of power, the use of the term patriotism imitated the “best” communist 
traditions and  significantly contributed to the final popular frustration with the word. 

In June 2006, the then Minister of Education, Roman Giertych, leader of the League 
of Polish Families, an ultranationalist party that formed a coalition government with the 
Law and Justice Party of the Kaczyński brothers, proposed to introduce to schools a new 
subject: Patriotic Education. Some of his colleagues were even talking about starting pa-
triotic education in kindergarten. The overwhelmingly negative reaction to this idea was 
based on several reservations. Many people disputed Giertych’s interpretation of the word 
and felt that his right wing nationalist party identified patriotism with nationalism or even 
chauvinism, and was justly accused of fascist tendencies (the youth faction of the League, 
the All-Polish Youth, exhibited many features of a fascist organization). Some argued that 
schools were already teaching in the spirit of patriotism, and there was no need to in-
troduce special classes to teach that as a subject. Others, e.g. professor Andrzej Garlicki, 
argued that patriotism could not be taught the way one teaches mathematics or physics. 
Giertych, asked about his understanding of the term ‘patriotism’ explained it as “teaching 
history with the emphasis on those things that can constitute national pride” (“Chodzi 
o uczenie historii Polski pod kątem tych rzeczy, które mogą stanowić dumę narodową”, as 
reported by Marcin Graczyk10). A change in government in 2007 had spared students from 
finding out more about that. Communist propaganda transformed patriotism, one of the 
key words of the Polish Romantic tradition into a servile word with no depth or resonance 
aside from its communist leanings. It also made many people mistrustful of its implica-
tions. In a somewhat similar way, the word realism also came to signify the point of view 
that agreed with the Party line. Głowiński11 comments that in Polish history, a reference to 
realism indicated either a rational and measured approach to the situation at hand, or was 
a sign of opportunism or even treason. After the martial law of 1981, ‘realism’ essentially 
meant agreeing that the authorities had no choice but to call in the army. This was the 
so-called theory of ‘lesser evil’ (mniejsze zło) advanced by the military government. The 
‘greater evil’ was the allegedly unavoidable ‘brotherly help’ that would have been offered 
by the Soviet Union and other countries of the Warsaw Pact, i.e. a military invasion. With 
time, ‘realism’ developed into an empty phrase, used to justify about anything. This means 
that, as Głowiński argues, it meant nothing.12 

Another expression that was used to signify a person who was in agreement with the 
party line was człowiek ideowy (‘a man/person of ideas’). The adjective ideowy derives from 
the noun idea. While, in theory, this means as much as the English ‘idea’ or ‘thought’, in 

10 Marcin Graczyk, “Giertych: ‘Wychowanie patriotyczne’ do szkół.” Gazeta Wyborcza on-line. http://wyborcza.
pl/1,75478,3398318.html June 6, 2006 (accessed on May 25, 2010).
11 Michał Głowiński, Mowa w stanie oblężenia, 132.
12 Michał Głowiński, Mowa w stanie oblężenia, 133.
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communist Newspeak the meaning was restricted to ‘progressive’ ideas, and ‘progressive’, 
in turn, was restricted to communist ideology, just as ‘scientific world-view’ (światopogląd 
naukowy) meant the Marxist interpretation of everything. Generally, communist Newspeak 
operated on dichotomies. Everything was presented as black and white, good (progressive) 
or evil. However, I am not sure what the antonym of the communist ‘man of ideas’ could 
have been. It would have to be a pejorative concept, but the adjective bezideowy, meaning 
‘without ideas,’ was not common. The word that comes to mind is cosmopolitan. On the 
surface, it does not seem to make any sense, but a ‘cosmopolitan’ was someone with liberal 
and relativist views. As such, it would be a possible antonym of someone with well-defined 
progressive views... Yet, ‘cosmopolitan’ was also most commonly used as the negative ver-
sion of ‘internationalist’. Głowiński notes in 1969 that labeling an artistic movement as 
‘cosmopolitan’ signaled that the authorities were about to hinder its development.13 He 
also points out that such labels had no definitive meanings as, for instance, following the 
1968 events, Jews were accused, in turn, of Zionism (i.e. a form of nationalism) and cos-
mopolitanism. 

Due to its positive connotations, the word patriot lends itself for potential manipula-
tion not only in Polish and not only within the communist propaganda discourse. When 
the USA PATRIOT Act was signed into law by President George W. Bush on October 26, 
2001, less than two months after September 11, most people accepted the necessity of tem-
porarily compromising civil liberties in the face of terrorist threats. The word PATRIOT 
helped to make people believe that allowing government access to private information 
about every citizen was indeed necessary. Few people I met know that this appealing name 
is in fact an acronym for Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropri-
ate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act of 2001. This name is too 
convoluted to make anyone think that the acronym is just a coincidence. And obviously 
it cannot be a coincidence as it is a Meisterstück of propaganda that even Goebbels would 
have been proud of. In his essays on metaphor and the war, George Lakoff14 suggested that 
propaganda tends to frame war using various metaphors, e.g. disease, business (balancing 
costs and benefits), or fairy tale. In the post 9/11 political context, terrorists, Taliban, Al-
Qaida, and Saddam Hussein all fit the role of villain while the USA could be cast as either 
victim or hero or both. In a fairy tale scenario, the hero attempts to rescue the victim from 
the hands of the villain. Patriotism is a natural and romantic attribute of a hero figure, and 
so hardly anyone questioned the name of the act, even though many questioned its content 
and its impact on individual freedoms.

13 Michał Głowiński, Marcowe gadanie: komentarze do słów 1969–1971. (March chatter: Comments on words 
1969–1971) (Warsaw: Pomost, 1991), 104.
14 George Lakoff, “Metaphor and War: The Metaphor System Used to Justify War in the Gulf”, http://www2.
iath.virginia.edu/sixties/HTML_docs/Texts/Scholarly/Lakoff_Gulf_Metaphor_1.html, Viet Nam Generation 
Journal & Newsletter, 1991, (accessed on May 30, 2011). George Lakoff, “Metaphor and War, Again”, http://
www.alternet.org/story/15414, 2003, (accessed on May 31, 2011).
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Conclusions

Words not only change their meaning but they also can create the illusion of reality. This 
magical character of language is perhaps the most insidiously appropriated feature in the 
political discourse of totalitarianism. The creative aspect of Newspeak is most interesting as 
it helps to explain the fact that propaganda discourse was able to virtually create a pseudo-
reality in Eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union. By either promoting or excluding words 
and concepts, the language can give or deny existence to persons, things, historical events, 
or scientific discoveries. By doing this, it can blur the difference between the already given 
and the desired states of affairs, obscuring or distorting the image of reality in the minds of 
people who are subjected to the total propaganda machine15. Language is usually seen as an 
instrument of communication within a community of speakers. In this instrumental func-
tion, language is quite flexible and adapts to its various functions and to the demands of its 
speakers. In this way, it reflects the group that uses it. Edward Sapir16 described language 
as “a guide to social reality.” John Austin17 described it as “a vehicle for social action.” In 
a totalitarian state, where all information is controlled by a central power, language not only 
reflects reality but also becomes an instrument for creating a new social reality, as well as 
a means of imposing that alternative reality on the people’s perception of the real world.
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Almost two decades after the collapse of the Soviet Union, there is widespread 
agreement among Western commentators, supported by many thinkers inside 
Russia itself, that post-Soviet Russia is not a liberal democracy. Many observers 

saw the existence of the Soviet order as the principal obstacle to Russia’s evolution along 
the lines of democratic development that had been undertaken in Western Europe and 
elsewhere in the world in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The 1905 Revolution, 
which ushered in a constitutional order for the first time, was seen by historians as a crucial 
stage in that development: Russia’s “constitutional experiment,” as it has been called.1 The 
revolution of February 1917, which abolished the autocracy and put in place a temporary 
(“provisional”) government, was seen as even more significant in nudging the country in 
the direction of democracy; that developmental option was cut short by the crude imposi-
tion of a radical and oppressive regime by Lenin and the Bolsheviks, which developed its 
apparatus of  oppression in the 1930s under Stalin, who consolidated a “totalitarian” regime 
that survived in its fundamentals until 1991. The collapse of this feared, loathed and dis-
credited regime gave much hope to its citizens, and indeed to the world, that “freedom” as 
the term is understood in the experience of liberal democracy could now become, in the 
words of Adam Michnik, institutionalised.2

But following the turbulent decade of the 1990s under President Boris Yeltsin, in 
which a powerful presidential constitution was essentially imposed on the population 
in the  autumn of 1993,3 the Putin era, which began on 31 December 1999 with the 

1 Geoffrey Hosking, The Russian Constitutional Experiment: Government and Duma, 1907–1914 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1973).
2 Adam Michnik, “The Two Faces of Eastern Europe,” The New Republic, 12 November 1990. Michnik observed: 
Democracy is something more than freedom. Democracy is freedom institutionalised, freedom submitted to the 
limits of the law, freedom functioning as an object of compromise between the major political forces on the 
scene. Quoted in, inter alia, Robert L. Hutchings, American Diplomacy and the End of the Cold War: An Insider’s 
Account of U.S. Policy in Europe, 1989–1992 (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 1997), 189.
3 I use the term “imposed” deliberately: although the constitution was adopted in a national referendum on 
12 December 1993, the campaign did not permit discussion or questioning of any of the document’s terms, 
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 appointment of Vladimir Putin as Acting President on the resignation of Yeltsin, has not 
been  characterised by the deepening of democracy. Certain principles have certainly been 
upheld, notably the regularity of elections to the state parliament (Duma), local and re-
gional councils, and the presidency. However, the spirit of democracy, whereby the People 
possess the final  authority to determine who rules over them and to endorse the thrust of 
policies adopted by their government, has been absent. Even the regime has conceded the 
limitations, by using terms such as “guided democracy” and, more recently, “sovereign 
democracy” – examples of  democracy with adjectives, as it has been called.4 Other new 
nation-states that emerged from the  collapse of the Soviet Union – specifically the three 
Baltic states – rapidly moved to adopt democratic norms, and succeeded in bedding these 
into society to the extent that all three were judged eligible for EU membership in 2005;5 
other former communist-ruled countries in Eastern and Central Europe have been equally 
successful. Russia’s failure to meet widespread expectations that the country was about 
to join the mainstream of Western political civilisation clearly requires explanation if the 
prospects for democratic development are to be assessed.

A common explanation of this failure of democratisation sees a reversion to Soviet 
practices under Putin.6 However, there are alternatives that will be explored below.

but  simply agitation on behalf of a positive vote; there were, moreover, reported irregularities in the voting, 
so doubts  remained about its legal validity: see Stephen White, Richard Rose and Ian McAllister, How Russia 
Votes (Chatham, NJ: Chatham House, 1997), 98–101. None the less, political reality quickly overcame legal 
doubts and that constitution, although subsequently amended and bypassed by presidential decrees, remains 
in force. 
4 Sheldon S. Wolin, Democracy Incorporated: Managed Democracy and the Specter of Inverted Totalitarian-
ism  (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008); Gordon M. Hahn, “Managed Democracy? Building 
Stealth Authoritarianism in St. Petersburg,” Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratisation 12, 
no. 2 (2004): 195–231; Nikolai Petrov, “From Managed Democracy to Sovereign Democracy: Putin’s Regime 
Evolution in 2005,” PONARS Policy Memo no. 396, Georgetown University, 2005, http://csis.org/fi les/me-http://csis.org/files/me-
dia/csis/pubs/pm_0396.pdf; David Collier and Steven Levitsky, “Democracy with Adjectives: Conceptual In- David Collier and Steven Levitsky, “Democracy with Adjectives: Conceptual In-David Collier and Steven Levitsky, “Democracy with Adjectives: Conceptual In-
novation in Comparative Research,” World Politics 49, no.3 (1997): 430–51. “Sovereign democracy” is seen as 
a way of countering the interference by the West in the name of democracy and liberal economics: see Michael 
Stuermer, Putin and the Rise of Russia (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2008), 190.
5 Adherence to democratic norms is a stated requirement of all aspiring members of the European Union, as 
established at the Copenhagen European Council in 1993 in the so-called accession criteria, popularly known 
as the Copenhagen criteria. The first criterion concerns the stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the 
rule of law, human rights and respect for and protection of minorities.
6 Vladimir Putin was Acting President from 1 January 2000, was elected President on 26 March 2000 and 
re-elected on 14 March 2004; the constitution forbids an individual occupying the position for more than 
two consecutive terms, and Putin duly stepped down in favour of his own nominee, Dmitri Medvedev, whose 
election in March 2008 led to his inauguration as President on 7 May. However, Putin became Prime Minis-
ter, in which position he has played a role far more active and prominent than any Prime Minister during his 
presidency, and there is a fairly widespread expectation that he will attempt to return to the presidency – for an 
extended term of six years – at the latest after Medvedev’s term ends in 2012. Given these circumstances and 
the close alliance of the two individuals, it is appropriate to refer to the Putin era as continuing. 
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A Reversion to Soviet Practices?

The Soviet Union made constant ideological and propaganda claims of democratic 
legitimacy, but by no means was it a liberal democratic state according to Western criteria. 
Basic guarantees of individual rights were absent from political and legal practice, and 
the reality of rule by the Communist Party was hidden behind a façade of representative 
institutions whose members were carefully selected for endorsement by the electorate, and 
subsequently controlled by the Party. No institution enjoyed political independence, so 
that the state was in effect (in the words of Karel and Irene M. Hulicka) the “handmaiden” 
of the Communist Party.7 In the worst years of Stalin’s rule, even the Party’s role was down-
graded, and subordinated to personal dictatorship by Stalin and his henchmen. 

The legal underpinnings of liberal democracy were lacking. Although the institutions, 
from the Supreme Soviet to village soviets, functioned punctiliously to give legal force to 
Party decisions and policy, and much emphasis was placed on notions of “socialist legality,” 
the real mechanisms of power were such that no state institution, no court or judge, no 
elected representative, could with impunity challenge party instructions. The press, which 
in liberal democracy is seen as a fundamental instrument in holding the wielders of political 
power to account on behalf of the public, was reduced to an instrument of propaganda of 
the regime, and subjected to severe censorship. In the Stalin era, some legislation was simply 
not published, and copies were not made available. In effect, therefore, the law was whatever 
it was deemed to be by any local official, as instructed by the Party of which he was almost 
invariably a member and to which he owed allegiance, and no effective means existed to 
challenge decisions taken by officials. Behind everything – including even the Party – stood 
the secret (that is, unacknowledged) power of the security police, under various incarnations 
over the decades, which saw itself as the guarantor of the integrity of the communist regime, 
and was seen by many as the least corrupt organisation by the end of the Yeltsin era.8 

The significance of the security police – in the last period of the Soviet regime known 
as the Committee of State Security, or by its Russian initials KGB9 – in driving twenty-
first-century Russia in the direction of authoritarianism is stressed by many writers. As two 
hostile commentators have put it,

what we are dealing with is another of Russia’s experiments. This experiment is being 
conducted not by the Communist Party, but by the Russian secret service. The goal of the 
experiment is to obtain absolute control over Russia and its resources.10 

7 Karel Hulicka and Irene M. Hulicka, Soviet Institutions: The Individual and Society (Boston, MA: Christopher 
Publishing House, 1967), 43.
8 Lilia Shevtsova, “From Yeltsin to Putin: The Evolution of Presidential Power,” in Archie Brown and Lilia 
Shevtsova (eds), Gorbachev, Yeltsin, Putin: Political Leadership in Russia’s Transition (Washington, DC: Carnegie 
Endowment, 2001): 67–111 (93).
9 For a chronology of the changes of name that this agency underwent, see “Cheka – What’s In a Name?,” in 
Yuri Felshtinsky and Vladimir Pribylovsky, The Age of Assassins: The Rise and Rise of Vladimir Putin (London: 
Gibson Square, 2008), 301–2.
10 Felshtinsky and Pribylovsky, The Age of Assassins, 6.
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For those authors, Putin is simply the tool of the secret service, which selected him for 
the job, “precisely because they were not looking for a colourful, charismatic, independent 
person” and even though “Putin does not thirst for power and does not enjoy it.”11 Quite 
specifically, Putin’s own career in that organisation, in which he served in the German 
Democratic Republic, is emphasised as being both a crucial qualification and a formative 
factor in his thinking and his approach to politics. Again, for those two authors, with the 
nomination of Putin as Yeltin’s successor “the secret service had managed to plant their 
man at the head of the country.”12 Moreover, showing due loyalty to the organisation to 
which he had aspired to belong since before leaving school,13 as President he appointed 
security officers to many governmental and other positions of significance, so that within 
a few years “Between 70% and 80% of all top positions in the government had been cap-
tured by the security services and the military”:

For the first time in history, the country’s government had been captured by the Rus-
sian secret service – by people who had spent their whole adult lives working in the secret 
service system, who distrusted America and Western Europe, who had no positive program 
and no experience in building anything. They knew only how to destroy, to control, to 
subjugate, and to kill.14

For many, this would be an extreme view; but it is certain that the ethos of the KGB – 
indeed, perhaps of any security agency, no matter what the rhetoric of the political regime 
that it ostensibly serves – was one of rejection of the values of liberal democracy. It seems 
unlikely – to put it at its most generous – that a devoted servant and officer of that organi-
sation could emerge with anything other than a mentality that values order, discipline, pa-
triotism and perhaps ruthless pursuit of goals, combined with suspicion of the spontaneity 
that is characteristic of liberal democracy. That suspicion was certainly a part of the Soviet 
approach to running society. “Planning” of the whole economy – rather than relying on the 
spontaneity of the market – was a typical feature of the Soviet system, even though evad-
ing the constraints of the plan was an important and even necessary feature of how society 
actually ran.15 Censorship supported state-controlled ownership of all print and broadcast 
media to restrict the circulation of information and ideas that challenged the approved ver-
sions of “reality.” These various features combined to protect politicians and their policies 

11 Ibid., 7.
12 Ibid., 10.
13 According to his “memoirs,” even before he graduated from school Putin “wanted to work in intelligence”: 
Vladimir Putin, First Person: An Astonishingly Frank Self-Portrait by Russia’s President (London: Hutchinson, 
2000), 22.
14 Felshtinsky and Pribylovsky, The Age of Assassins, 10–11.
15 A classic work by a Western scholar who intimately understood the detailed functioning of the Soviet econ-A classic work by a Western scholar who intimately understood the detailed functioning of the Soviet econ-
omy is Alec Nove, The Soviet Economic System (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1977); an interesting analysis 
by a former insider was Aron Katsenelinboigen, “Coloured Markets in the Soviet Union,” Soviet Studies XXIX, 
no. 1 (1977): 62–85.
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from the scrutiny of experts and the public at large, so that public opinion, as that concept 
is understood in liberal democracies, could not develop, to the detriment of public policy.16 
It also had a distorting effect on the nature of what passed for a political process: in the 
absence of information and opinion, politics as the open contestation of ideas and policies 
by groups and representatives of the public simply could not develop. 

This was the norm of societies under communist rule, and the function of the KGB 
was to protect that way of doing things. The whole society was socialised into accepting 
these values, and only a small proportion of intellectuals had the courage – or perhaps even 
the will – to challenge them. The vast majority acquiesced, even if, as the decades rolled by, 
cynicism crept into all strata of Soviet society, and the enthusiasm that drove the popula-
tion to overturn traditional society in the name of “building socialism” in the 1930s dis-
sipated. It was perhaps not surprising that, after six years of increasing economic chaos and 
desperate political struggle under perestroika from 1986 onwards, followed by a decade of 
turmoil in the rush to the market under the colourful and somewhat headstrong President 
Boris Yeltsin, the public was happy enough to support a former KGB officer as president, 
particularly one so unprepossessing as Putin.17

By the same token, however, they acquiesced in the appointment of an individual who 
possessed the key prejudices of the guardians of the Soviet system, including suspicion of 
“the main elements of political democracy,” namely “freedom of the press, freedom of the 
opposition, and competition in politics.” He did not value compromise, ruled through 
the state apparatus, declined to indicate his policies in advance, and established a party 
that had as its main (perhaps only) goal support for the President and his team in building 
a new Russia.18

In such an interpretation, then, it is the ethos of the KBG, representing the quintes-
sence of the Soviet system, played out through a team surrounding one of that organisa-
tion’s former loyal officers, that inspires the course of post-Yeltsin politics in Russia. The 
instincts are essentially authoritarian, and the methods increasingly so. 

Apart from the promotion of security officers to key positions of power within the 
system, in other ways, too, Putin’s variety of authoritarian rule resembles Soviet practice. 
While censorship formally no longer exists, private newspapers, radio and television have 
been severely restricted, and the state-owned media serve to rally the public around the 
regime and its goals. The work of journalists is circumscribed, and has even become dan-
gerous as those who criticise and campaign to expose negative aspects of the system risk 
murder. Elections are held as scheduled – as they were in the Soviet Union – but electoral 
competition is so limited as to be virtually non-existent: individuals have been refused reg-
istration as candidates on spurious grounds, have not been allowed to campaign  effectively, 

16 A point subtly argued by R.A. Safarov, the Soviet Union’s pioneer in examining the importance of this social 
phenomenon for effective government: see his Obshchestvennoe mnenie i gosudarstvennoe upravlenie (Moscow: 
Yuridicheskaya literatura, 1975).
17 Shevtsova, “From Yeltsin to Putin,” 93.
18 Ibid., 93–4.
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and have been denied access to the mass media. The 1993 Constitution is formally regard-
ed as the “fundamental law,” but the institutional arrangements that it set out have been 
circumvented by presidential decree, specifically concerning the creation in 2000 of seven 
federal districts as a tier of administration above the provinces (oblasts, krais) that are the 
“subjects” or constituent elements of the federation. A youth organisation, Nashi, organises 
the younger generation in support of the regime. The so-called “party of power,” created in 
successive formations – most recently Yedinaya Rossiya (United Russia) – to support the 
incumbent president, increasingly shows signs of functioning in ways that are reminiscent 
of the Soviet Communist Party, including compiling a register of individuals for appoint-
ment to key administrative positions in a process akin to the CPSU’s podbor i rasstanovka 
kadrov (selection and allocation of personnel, which was associated with the system known 
as nomenklatura). More sinister has been the heavy-handed use of riot police to break up 
what appeared to be peaceful demonstrations, matched in its international impact by the 
hounding of businessmen deemed to be “unfriendly” to the regime, most prominently 
Mikhail Khodorkovsky, former head of the oil giant, Yukos. The growing cult of Putin 
in the media, as a “heroic” president with grotesquely supernatural powers,19 goes further 
than the “photo opportunities” that Western democratic leaders use in order to promote 
their identity and their policies, and reminds the reader of the late Brezhnev period (rather 
than the Stalin cult).

While it is true that Putin – as President and, since May 2008, as Prime Minister – com-
bines these practices with statements of the importance of democracy for the development of 
Russia, it is also the case that successive generations of Soviet leaders asserted that the system 
through which they ruled was democratic – indeed, more democratic than the “bourgeois 
democracy” of the West. Moreover, even they were able to speak of the “further development 
of socialist democracy.”20 So in referring to “sovereign democracy” as a mask for electoral de-
mocracy with an authoritarian tendency, Putin is following a tradition in which leaders mask 
the realities of their rule with references couched in the language of democracy. Moreover, 
in pointing out, in an interview on 10 June 2010 on the eve of a visit to France, that there 
is no single model of democracy, Putin was attempting to deflect criticism of undemocratic 
tendencies in Russia in ways that were quite familiar to students of Soviet politics.21 

Thus, an argument can be made that Russia in the post-Yeltsin era has increasingly 
resorted to language and methods of rule that were familiar to the present generation of 
leaders from their experience of life in the Soviet Union. They are certainly aware of that 

19 For examples, see Stephen White and Ian McAllister, “Th e Putin Phenomenon,” in Ronald J. Hill and Ot-For examples, see Stephen White and Ian McAllister, “The Putin Phenomenon,” in Ronald J. Hill and Ot-
torino Cappelli (eds), Putin and Putinism (London: Routledge, 2009), 135–59.
20 Leonid Brezhnev, addressing the XXIV Congress of the CPSU in 1971: XXIV s”ezd Kommunisticheskoi partii 
Sovetskogo Soyuz, 30 marta – 9 aprelya 1971 goda: Stenograficheskii otchët, 2 vols (Moscow: Politizdat, 1971) 1: 
102. In fact, the Russian term refers to the “further perfection” of socialist democracy.
21 The interview, with two French journalists, is available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7PlQaV7Iro. In 
the interview, Putin also rejected notions of a “personality cult” surrounding himself, on the grounds that the 
term implied gross violations of legal norms and other infringements of basic principles. 
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history: Putin himself, in a much-quoted statement, regretted the fall of the Soviet Union 
as “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century.”22 Many patriotic Russians 
probably agree, seeing the Soviet period of their nation’s history as one that raised living 
standards beyond the wildest dreams of their own great-grandparents, and succeeded in pro-
jecting the nation’s power and influence around the globe – an achievement never reached 
under the Tsars. Hence, for some observers, “Soviet nostalgia” is a major impediment to de-
mocratisation in Russia.23 This interpretation sees a reversion to the familiarity of the Soviet 
era, under the control of those who defined the character of that system, who have achieved 
power without widespread use of brute force because a passive population looks for stability 
and prosperity, such as the late Brezhnev era provided, after a generation of chaos. 

However, a fuller exploration requires that we consider the reasons for those methods; 
more specifically, the relationship between the Soviet Union and pre-revolutionary Russia 
may yield insights that have implications for the prospects for democratisation in the future. 

Ideology and the Bolshevik tradition

One argument links the Bolshevik regime with the particular nature of the ideology of 
Marxism-Leninism and the claims made on its behalf by the Soviet leaders. This was not seen 
as simply another ideology: for Marx and Engels, the very idea of ideology represented “false 
consciousness” – a set of ideas and values that deluded the masses into behaving in ways that 
contradicted their own interests. Their views of existing theories of socialism, moreover, were 
dismissive: they were “utopian.” Their own theories, by contrast, were deemed to be “scien-
tific,” as in Engels’s statement at Marx’s graveside in 1883, asserting that Marx had done for 
the science of human society what Darwin had done for the science of the living world: he 
had supposedly discovered scientific laws.24 When Lenin added the practical dimension of 
instructions for bringing about Marx’s goal of revolution leading to the end goal of com-
munism, and Stalin after Lenin’s death coined the term “Marxism-Leninism,” this ideol-
ogy as science became “true consciousness,” as typified by its alternative name of “scientific 
communism.” The success of the Bolsheviks in advancing Soviet society from the state of 
undevelopment achieved under the tsars, using methods ordained by the “founding fathers” 
of Marxism-Leninism, was deemed to authenticate the scientific nature of the ideology. 

This assertion was based on a nineteenth-century view of science as an endeavour that 
discovered the “truth” about the universe – and something that was proven in the way 
technology (applied science) was rapidly changing the world and improving people’s living 

22 Quoted in Richard Sakwa, Putin: Russia’s Choice, 2nd edn (London: Routledge, 2008), 143.
23 Sarah E. Mendelson and Th eodore P. Gerber, “Soviet Nostalgia: An Impediment to Russian Democratiza-Sarah E. Mendelson and Theodore P. Gerber, “Soviet Nostalgia: An Impediment to Russian Democratiza-
tion,” The Washington Quarterly 29, no. 1 (2005–06): 83–96, http://www.twq.com/06winter/docs/06winter_
mendelson.pdf.
24 See Adam Ulam, The Unfinished Revolution: An Essay on the Influence of Marxism and Communism (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1960), 12.
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conditions and extending their life-span. Since this seemed self-evidently good, those who 
opposed these means of raising living standards – such as the Luddites in England25 – were 
deemed to be anti-scientific and therefore irrational. Such an argument was applied to those 
who opposed the Bolsheviks’ assertions that their endeavours were “scientific” because they 
were inspired by the “scientific” ideology of Marxism-Leninism. All who opposed them 
were therefore guilty of acting against the interests not only of the workers but indeed of the 
whole human race, given the scope of science and the universality of its laws. A claim to be 
inspired by science gave the Bolsheviks justification for all manner of pressure against their 
opponents – which, of course, they carried to extremes in the immediate post-revolutionary 
period and again in the 1930s. Similar arguments were used to justify the harsh treatment 
of dissidents from the mid-1960s onwards, and it is symptomatic that the Russian word for 
“dissident” – inakomyslyashchii – means simply “one who thinks differently.”

With the collapse of the communist party’s rule in the late 1980s, the claims of the 
ideology to embody absolute truth were abandoned. In the 1970s, the term “pluralism” 
had been dismissed as a device used by Western philosophers “to mask the class essence of 
the capitalist system”;26 under Gorbachev the term “socialist pluralism of opinions” became 
commonplace, and with the final collapse of Communist Party rule the claims that society 
should be guided by a universally valid set of values was abandoned. 

None the less, there was much agonising in the early 1990s in the search for a Russian 
“national idea” – a sense of identity to replace the identity of a nation that was building social-
ism and then communism. That search continues, and the notion of a Russian national idea 
has much in common with ideology, as that term is understood in social science literature: 
“sets of ideas concerning change or defence of existing political structures and relationships. 
All ideologies are concerned with the nature of the distribution of political power, they are 
essentially normative arguments to espouse a programme of reform or reaction.”27 Stressing 
that ideology imposes obligations to action, some writers have seen ideology as “a weapon 
to be used in a battle, a club designed to flatten opponents.”28 The search for a national 
idea in modern Russia has evoked criticism, particularly among the country’s ethnic and 
religious minorities, who see it as an attempt to formalise and strengthen ethnic Russians’ 
dominant position in the state.29 The search for an  overarching, quasi-official conception of 

25 Th e Luddites were a movement of textile workers in early nineteenth-century England who destroyed me-The Luddites were a movement of textile workers in early nineteenth-century England who destroyed me-
chanical textile looms because they were destroying traditional artisan labour. The term has remained in the 
English language to refer to opponents of technical progress.
26 See M.N. Marchenko, Politichiskaya organizatsiya Sovetskogo obshchestva i eë burzhuaznye fal’sifikatory (Mos-
cow: Izdatel’stvo Moskovskogo universitat, 1973), 100.
27 Alan R. Ball, Modern Politics and Government, 2nd edn (London: Macmillan 1977), 244. David E. Ingersoll 
and Richard K. Matthews, The Philosophic Roots of Modern Ideology: Liberalism, Communism, Fascism (Engle-
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1986), 6.
28 David E. Ingersoll and Richard K. Matthews, The Philosophic Roots of Modern Ideology: Liberalism, Commu-
nism, Fascism (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1986), 6. 
29 Robert Parsons, “Russia: New Bill On National Identity Generating Protests,” RFE/RL, 9 March 2006, 
http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1066546.html.
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the  Russian national identity is thus a continuation of the Soviet way of thinking: there is 
a “correct” view of the world, to which all must subscribe. The search for a distinctive ver-
sion of democracy – “sovereign democracy” – is part of the same syndrome. 

However, this may be part of a much older tradition that evolved over centuries of Rus-
sian historical experience. The assertion of authoritarian rule may not be simply a reversion 
to the Soviet poryadok (order; way of doing things) but a reassertion of an older identity 
after a brief flirtation with the Western way in the early 1990s. Indeed, the Soviet system 
itself, as it emerged after the chaos of the Civil War and the intellectual and artistic freedom 
of the 1920s,30 can be seen as a reversion to familiar Russian ways of doing things.

Russian Tradition and the Soviet Order

It goes without saying that the Soviet Union was built on the remains of the Russian 
Empire. The philosophy that inspired the Bolshevik leaders was devised in Western Eu-
rope, and hence “imported” into Russia. But the Bolshevik Revolution was the culmina-
tion of decades of radical thought and action against the oppressive tsarist system, going 
back at least to the Decembrists’ revolt of 1825. All this is well known. The system that was 
devised to replace the Empire – the system that in 1922 became the Soviet Union – was de-
signed to modernise Russia and allow that country to move rapidly to what was presented 
as a new stage in human history. Hence, it used the rhetoric of modernisation and progress, 
while rejecting the means of modernisation that had been successfully used abroad, namely 
capitalism and the market. “Planning” – that is, state ownership and direction of economic 
activity – and the execution of the Plan by forced methods distinguished the Soviet Union 
from other modernising societies, and led its leaders and its apologists to claim, not unreal-
istically, that they were establishing a new civilisation.31 It was certainly something that no 
country had attempted before, and it was a world apart from liberal democracy.

However, it was not a world apart from the Russian Empire that it replaced. The politi-
cal rhetoric was certainly very different, and distinctive, being derived from the language of 
Marxian class analysis. The policies, too, were distinctive, aimed at channelling resources 
from an inefficient, over-populated agrarian sector into the creation of an industrial, ur-
banised and educated society, which by the 1970s claimed the status of a superpower. 
Furthermore, it was accepted as such by those countries that preceded it in achieving 
modernisation. In that sense, the Bolsheviks achieved what the Tsars ultimately failed to 

30 The intellectual excitement of the 1920s, which gave rise to an outburst of new artistic movements, plus new 
theories of education, architecture and town planning, has been largely overlooked in subsequent decades, after 
the clamp-down on all expressions of innovative and independent thought that persisted, with greater or lesser 
severity, from the 1930s until the 1980s.
31 To use the well-known phrase of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, whose complacent and misleading analysis of 
the Soviet Union of the 1930s was entitled Soviet Communism: A New Civilisation (London: Longman, Green, 
1944; first published in 1935, in an edition that incorporated a question mark at the end of the title). 
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do: to be accepted as an equal by the countries that Russia traditionally looked to for a role 
model – first, the larger powers of Europe and then, in the late twentieth century, the 
United States of America.

The Soviet leaders themselves and the country’s rivals and ideological opponents alike 
stressed the distinguishing features of the Soviet system: the one side stressed the achieve-
ments in education, modernisation and technical prowess, while the other side empha-
sised the cost in terms of human suffering and deprivation that this entailed, and the 
infringement of the principles of freedom and democracy. The Soviet leaders themselves 
also boasted of their achievements in contrast with the poverty and brutality of life for the 
bulk of the Russian population in the Empire. 

Yet writers have pointed out the elements of continuity. Despite the distinctive rhetoric 
of the Soviet regime, many of the practices of the mature system (from the 1930s onwards) 
looked remarkably like what had gone before.32 An incomplete list would include the pres-
ence of a powerful leader, a replacement of the Tsar, who commanded the respect, awe and 
affection of a population that was kept at a safe distance from the pinnacle of power; a po-
litical police – the okhrana then the KGB – to enforce political conformity and prevent dis-
sidence; censorship, to prevent the circulation of alternative ideas; the use of exile to Siberia 
or to the West as a means of punishment; control of the population through serfdom (until 
1861) and in the twentieth century an internal passport system that required all citizens to 
register their place of residence and restricted the rural population’s mobility; the deploy-
ment of the Communist Party to exercise authority at the grassroots level, much as the 
priesthood of the Orthodox Church had been used in the Empire;33 reliance on a highly 
centralised but inefficient (and corrupt) bureaucracy. Even features that were widely seen as 
distinctly Soviet – state ownership of industry and state involvement in development – had 
a long history in pre-revolutionary Russia: they chimed with the Marxist rhetoric against 
capitalism, but they were significant in Peter the Great’s Russia and in the industrial drive 
of the late nineteenth century. 

Even more significant, perhaps, is the tradition of sobornost’, or community, which 
distinguished Russia from the individualism that characterised West European and North 
American society and that was basic to the ideals that inspired modern liberal democracy. 
Thus, for Oksana V. Goncharova, 

[The] Russian national idea comprises ideals of communism. [The] Russian idea in-
cludes the principles of community (sobornost – approximately meaning true commun-
ion among believers, sobornost sought to balance hierarchical with democratic principles). 
Community includes equality and equality frequently means equal poverty. There is no 

32 Progress had been made after the 1905 Revolution, and it might have continued had not the First World War un-Progress had been made after the 1905 Revolution, and it might have continued had not the First World War un-
dermined the stability of Russian society and given the Bolsheviks their opportunity in 1917. The older Russian tra-
dition had not been extinguished, however. The Bolshevik leaders were themselves products of the oppressive Tsarist 
regime, whose instincts when confronted by political problems may have been moulded by their own experience. 
33 From the time of Peter the Great, the Orthodox Church had functioned in effect as a department of state. 
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liberal individualism in community[;] there is so-called “personalism,” a respect for the 
individual in the context of community.34

The village community – the obshchina or mir – in which heads of household met to ad-
minister local village affairs was a traditional institution that embodied the collective spirit, 
and was part of the Russian mentality long before the collective farms and industrial works 
collectives were lauded as “socialist” in Soviet political rhetoric. Moreover, this tradition of 
sobornost’ has been adduced by post-Soviet writers to explain the failure of parliamentari-
anism to take hold despite expectations after 1991. Victor Sergeyev and Nikolai Biryukov 
argued in 1991 that the notion of sobornost’, stemming from the Orthodox Church’s tra-
dition of a gathering to elect a Patriarch, encouraged Russian (and, by extension, Soviet) 
elected representatives to seek consensus, rather than challenge the views and interests of 
opponents in open debate.35 Such an approach to the functioning of representative institu-
tions was in evidence in the Soviets of People’s Deputies, where debates were perfunctory, 
votes were almost invariably unanimous (if held at all), and the impact on policy was zero. 
This failure of representative institutions to match the expectations of liberal democracy 
was seen as a consequence of the domination of the political system by the Communist 
Party; but it may be that the Communist Party simply exploited and reinforced a political 
tradition that was deeply embedded in the Russian political culture. Obviously, it suited 
the regime to make use of this façade of representative democracy. But it may also be true 
that these institutions performed a socialisation function in Soviet society, by familiarising 
literally millions of citizens with principles of representation and administration in an in-
creasingly complex society. In the 1970s there were many studies of the effectiveness of the 
soviets and calls for improving their operations,36 implying recognition of a need for more 
effective representation; and from shortly after Stalin’s death, a succession of legislation 
attempted to place local administration on a more secure footing.37 In practice, though, it 
took a conscious policy of glasnost’ and democratisation, leading to the collapse of the sys-
tem, for freedom of political expression to become an everyday reality. 

In the middle of the twentieth century, there were other explanations for the essentially 
passive nature of Soviet and Russian political culture, notably the psychological explanation 
associated with Geoffrey Gorer.38 Working with émigrés in the United States, Gorer applied 

34 Oksana V. Goncharova, “Russia among European Countries: yesterday, today, tomorrow,” http://www.cee-Oksana V. Goncharova, “Russia among European Countries: yesterday, today, tomorrow,” http://www.cee-http://www.cee-
isaconf.ut.ee/orb.aw/class=file/action=preview/id=164097/goncharova.doc.
35 Victor Sergeyev and Nikolai Biryukov, Russia’s Road to Democracy: Parliament, Communism and Traditional 
Culture (Aldershot: Edward Elgar, 1991).
36 See the literature discussed in Ronald J. Hill, Soviet Politics, Political Science and Reform (Oxford: Edward 
Elgar, 1980), Chapter 3.
37 For a brief history see Ronald J. Hill, “The Development of Soviet Local Government Since Stalin’s Death,” in 
Everett M. Jacobs (ed.), Soviet Local Government and Politics (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1983), 18–33.
38 Geoffrey Gorer and John Rickman, The People of Great Russia: A Psychological Study (London: Cresset, 1949); 
reprinted in Margaret Mead, Geoffrey Gorer and John Rickman, The Study of Contemporary Western Cultures, 
Volume 3: Russian Culture (Oxford and New York: Berghahn Books, 2001).
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the techniques and insights of psychoanalysis in an attempt to identify the features of the 
Russian “national character.” He saw as “one of the chief clues” to the formation of the char-
acter of Great Russians the habit of swaddling babies. Although he asserts that he does not 
believe this to be a cause of Russian behaviour, he presents a coherent argument in favour 
of the notion that from the moment of birth Russian babies are conditioned to accept as 
a normal part of existence constraint against which they periodically rebel.39 It still makes 
for fascinating reading, although it is impossible to prove the validity of these speculations 
about the psyche: in response to the challenge that other nations swaddle their children 
without the same impact on behaviour, Gorer could merely say that “all I can do is to point 
out how, in the instances on which I have some information, Great Russian swaddling is 
different.”40 One might add that the significance of early infant experience on the person-
ality and psychology of the individual has been endorsed by research in the decades since 
Gorer presented his argument, so it would be rash to dismiss his speculations out of hand.

For our purposes, the point is that, for whatever reasons and in response to whatever 
causes, Russians have over the centuries accepted authoritarian rule and regarded as benign 
those who exercised it, be it the papushka tsar (“Little Father Tsar”) or the Stalin with the 
twinkle in his eye who was famously painted and photographed with children clinging 
lovingly to him.41 The Soviet order in a number of ways reproduced the pre-revolutionary 
order, including acceptance of authoritarian rule as the norm – as necessary to discipline 
a potentially anarchic nation as is a stern but loving parent to discipline a wayward child. 
And, of course, the relationship is two-way: if the citizens are socialised into expectations 
of firm rule as the norm, then the leaders, who are socialised into the same values, acquire 
a similar appreciation of the kinds of behaviour that will be effective, and they respond 
accordingly.

Socialisation is the process whereby political culture is transmitted from one generation to 
the next.42 These concepts, like others that have ceased to be fashionable, may yet serve to help 
our understanding of post-Soviet – and, indeed, of post-revolutionary Soviet – political realities. 

If some commentators are to be believed, the political culture of Russia today is not 
conducive to promoting or sustaining liberal democracy. As Shevtsova has written, 

39 See the Appendix in ibid., 135–48, available at http://books.google.ie/books?id=AwMx085qzfsC&printsec
=frontcover&dq=goffrey+gorer&source=bl&ots=OtcjWcIMxf&sig=Ii5KzXiCIMz5DARD8qBiHuyJYr4&hl
=en&ei=t7oWTLOxJIqI0wSu7fHJCw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=6&ved=0CDEQ6AEwB
Q#v=onepage&q&f=false.
40 Ibid., 148.
41 See, for example, images at http://www.google.ie/imageshl=en&q=stalin+and+children+pictures&um=1&
ie=UTF-8&source=univ&ei=tPgZTI6SJ5_00gTI14GECQ&sa=X&oi=image_result_group&ct=title&resnu
m=1&ved=0CCEQsAQwAA. For a detailed study of children in the Soviet period, with illustrations, see Ca-
triona Kelly, Children’s World: Growing Up in Russia, 1890–1991 (London: Yale University Press, 2007); Kelly 
uses as a title for one chapter a slogan from a poster of the Stalin period, “Thank you, Dear Comrade Stalin, for 
a Happy Childhood”: ibid., Chapter 3; the poster is reproduced on p. 122.
42 See Gabriel A. Almond, G. Bingham Powell, Jr., and Robert J. Mundt, Comparative Politics: A Theoretical 
Framework, 2nd edition (New York: HarperCollins, 1996), Chapter 3.
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Russian political culture … turned out to be absolutely unsuited to building a struc-
ture of authority or deriving authority from the people. To this day, Russians have yet to 
be able to think about how powers should be divided among institutions, how to balance 
them, and how they could be controlled by the people.43

Theorists such as Seymour Martin Lipset wrote in the 1960s of the need for a solid 
middle class, with a stake in stability and order, to sustain democracy.44 The corollary was 
that the development of such a class through economic development would, perhaps inevi-
tably, promote democratisation. With this in mind, policies to promote economic devel-
opment around the world were pursued in the belief that this would automatically foster 
democratic development. However, Russia’s experience suggests, at the very least, that there 
is no direct link between rising wealth and rising democracy.45 Moreover, the experience of 
the Soviet period suggests that the mere presence of a set of suitable political institutions 
is no guarantee of democracy. The 1936 Constitution of the USSR and its institutional 
framework appeared impeccably democratic; even its 1924 predecessor was supposed to 
have established a democratic order, in which Stalin could not be considered a dictator.46 
This was nonsense, of course.

The important point is that what really matters is the way in which people make the 
institutions function, and that depends on their skills, experiences, attitudes, aptitudes 
and other factors that constitute political culture.47 For Stephen White, “Soviet political 
culture is rooted in the historical experience of centuries of autocracy,” and he adds that 
“it is precisely [the] equation between belief, nationality and citizenship – expressed in the 
celebrated formula Samoderzhavie, Pravoslavie, Narodnost’ (Autocracy, Orthodoxy, Nation-
ality) – which was in many ways the most distinctive contribution of the old régime to the 
political culture of the Soviet régime which succeeded it.”48 

Institutions may be redesigned, but citizens’ expectations and beliefs about what is ac-
ceptable and normal – nash poryadok, “our way of doing things” – do not change immedi-
ately, even in a revolution or other radical event involving the collapse of a regime. They are 
carried forward in the minds of individuals, who discuss events in the light of these ideas 
and perform their own political functions according to those principles. For the vast bulk 

43 Shevtsova, “From Yeltsin to Putin,” 77. 
44 Seymour Martin Lipset, Political Man: The Social Bases of Politics (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1960).
45 This point is argued at length in Vladimir Shlapentokh, “Big Money as an Obstacle to Democracy in Russia,” 
Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics 24, no. 4 (2008): 512–30, esp. 518.
46 This was the judgement of the Webbs: see Soviet Communism, esp. 333–40; reference is to the third edition 
in one volume (1944).
47 Archie Brown, a long-time student of Soviet and Russian affairs, defined political culture as “the subjective 
perception of history and politics, the fundamental beliefs and values, the foci of identification and loyalty, and 
the political knowledge and expectations which are the product of the specific historical experience of nations 
and groups”: see Archie Brown, “Introduction,” in Archie Brown and Jack Gray (eds), Political Culture and 
Political Change in Communist States (London: Macmillan, 1977), 1–24 (1).
48 Stephen White, “The USSR: Patterns of Autocracy and Industrialism,” in Brown and Gray (eds), Political 
Culture and Political Change, 25–65 (25, 34).
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of the population of Russia alive when the Soviet Union fell apart, unfamiliar with Western 
notions of democracy against which to compare their own experience, their past repre-
sented the norm. They undoubtedly felt that certain practices were not acceptable; but it 
was psychologically difficult for millions of older citizens to deny the validity of methods 
of rule that had helped them to bring about unimagined benefits. In any case, as the dis-
tinguished journalist John Gunther observed more than half a century ago, the people 
of the Soviet Union were “not merely “deluded” by indoctrination and propaganda; they 
[were] indissolubly part of the system themselves, no matter how barbarous this may be.”49 
In other words, no matter how far the experience of communist rule fell short of the ideals 
of liberal democracy, to dismiss the whole of people’s lives as, at best, mistaken and based 
on a lie was unlikely to win hearts and minds. Yeltsin’s approach, in dismissing the Soviet 
experience and engaging in wholehearted Westernisation, was unlikely to win support and 
respect, particularly when it had the effect of throwing millions to the mercy of market 
forces that they did not understand – particularly when those forces were associated with 
a set of values (an ideology) that they had been taught to despise and that were associated 
with a West that had been hostile. No matter how many Western surveys determined in 
the immediate post-Soviet period that Russians were, as it were, ready for democracy,50 it is 
at least open to doubt whether the subtleties of democratic politics and civil society were 
understood and appreciated by more than a small minority. Any Russian leader in the early 
twenty-first century must have understood this: Russian history – including Soviet history 
– suggests that the population may be excited by feverish change, as in the early 1930s as 
industrialisation got under way, and again in the early years of glasnost’ and perestroika; but 
it wants to return to “normality” and stability, so that they can get on with living their lives 
in orderly patterns. Recent public opinion supports this view.

A long-standing observer of the Soviet scene, the distinguished British journalist 
Jonathan Steele, who first visited the USSR in 1961, wrote a perceptive book in the early 
1990s under the title Eternal Russia.51 He expressed his doubts that the year 1991 had 
“launched the country unequivocally on the path to democracy”:

Many analysts saw the great climax of 1991 as the dawn of democracy. That was how 
Boris Yeltsin presented it. I was not so sure. The longer I stayed in Moscow after the August 
coup, the more I became convinced that the story which I began with in 1961 and contin-
ued watching ten, twenty, and thirty years later, was the same one that Russians had lived 
under for the whole of this [twentieth] century, and further back than that.52

49 John Gunther, Inside Russia Today (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1958), 106.
50 For example, the positive assessment of Jeffrey W. Hahn in 1991: “Continuity and Change in Russian Politi-
cal Culture,” British Journal of Political Science 21, no. 4 (1991): 393–421; or the influential work of James L. 
Gibson, notably James L. Gibson, Raymond M. Duch and Kent L. Tedin, “Democratic Values and the Trans-
formation of the Soviet Union,” Journal of Politics 54, no. 2 (1992): 329–71.
51 Jonathan Steele, Eternal Russia: Yeltsin, Gorbachev and the Mirage of Democracy (London: Faber & Faber, 1994).
52 Ibid., xii.
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Steele had also noticed that certain Russian intellectuals had been evidently hankering 
after a return to pre-revolutionary Russia, seeing the Bolshevik interval of three-quarters of 
a century as a period in which “the Bolsheviks were foreign invaders, who had arrived in 
1917 and destroyed a peaceful idyll.” He continues:

After the decades of Stalinist propaganda, people were easily taken in by the new dis-
tortions. They liked the pessimistic racism inherent in [Stalislav] Govorukhin’s claim that 
Communist terror had permanently damaged the Russian nation’s genetic pool by murder-
ing the best people and had resulted in the survival of the least fit. Few Russians wanted to 
admit that their country before the 1917 Revolution was a poor, uneducated place, with 
much of its industry in foreign hands, no universal suffrage, mass illiteracy, no widespread 
tradition of entrepreneurship, a tiny bourgeoisie and only a few peasants with farms that 
made a living. The principle of private property was weakly established and there was pre-
cious little sense of nationhood.53

The evidence of subsequent years is that the Russian people, while displaying nostalgia 
for the achievements of the Soviet period, notably the turning of the tide in the Second 
World War, have also happily embraced features of the tsarist era, including baptism into 
the Russian Orthodox Church, an institution that has regained a significant degree of in-
fluence in society. Leading political figures, including Vladimir Putin, have become active 
believers in a faith that was persecuted during the Soviet era, after being seen as a charac-
teristic feature of the Russian nation.

Public Opinion Endorsing a Reassertion of Traditional Values

Vladimir Putin’s policies, in attempting to reassert the central authority of the Russian 
state and creating a “third way” that is distinct from both the Soviet past and the Western 
model,54 have proved extremely popular. The evidence of opinion polls in recent years sug-
gests that, as President and latterly as Prime Minister, he enjoys wide popularity among the 
Russian populace, as does his successor as President, Dmitri Medvedev. Putin is repudiated 
by liberals such as the late Anna Politkovskaya, who saw the present regime as characterised 
by “a pathological lack of respect for people,”55 and Lilia Shevtsova, who has depicted the 
present system as one “built on shadowy deals and one-man rule.”56 Yet polls consistently 
show that the leadership in the present century enjoys high popular esteem.57 Analysts of 

53 Ibid., xiii.
54 See, inter alia, Sakwa, Putin: Russia’s Choice, esp. 95–8.
55 Politkovskaya, Putin’s Russia, 207.
56 Lilia Shevtsova, Putin’s Russia (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment, 2003), 401.
57 Strikes and demonstrations across the country on 20 March 2010 suggest that this may be breaking down 
in a period of economic difficulty: one commentator saw the demonstrations as “a sign of mounting economic 
pain and political frustration around the country, and a growing readiness among young people to take their 
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Putin’s popularity ratings at the Pew Research Center shortly before the presidential elec-
tions of 2008 noted that 

While initially an unknown in Russia when assuming office on Dec. 31, 1999 fol-
lowing Boris Yeltsin’s resignation, Putin has since enjoyed the confidence and support of 
the Russian people. Pew’s results indicate that Putin’s appeal is near “universal: More than 
eight-in-ten Russians” have confidence in Putin to do the right thing regarding world af-
fairs. Confidence in Putin cuts across all ages and income levels as well as both sexes and 
has been strong since 2003.58

Richard Sakwa, a sympathetic but not uncritical analyst of Putin and his politics, re-
ports Putin’s approval rating as remaining “remarkably high” throughout his two presiden-
tial terms: between 65 and 73 per cent.59 It was even suggested in December 2007 that 
Putin was “arguably the most popular leader in Russian history” and “the most popular 
head of state in the world today.”60 Such hyperbole is undoubtedly based on a core of truth: 
the Russian polling institution, FOM, shows support for the President and Prime Minister 
at consistently higher than 60 per cent.61 Another polling organisation places both lead-
ers’ ratings at between 41 and 50 per cent in the early summer of 2010, at a time when 
economic difficulties have beset the country, as much of the world.62 Strikes and demon-
strations across the country on 20 March 2010 confirm that the high levels of respect for 
the current leadership may be breaking down: one commentator saw the demonstrations 
as “a sign of mounting economic pain and political frustration around the country, and 
a growing readiness among young people to take their grievances into the streets”;63 it may 
be a reflection of a growing willingness on the part of the Russian nation to express itself in 
ways that do not necessarily threaten the survival or integrity of the regime. 

Opinion polls taken since the fall of the Soviet Union have also shown disdain 
for the period of perestroika and its author Mikhail Gorbachev, whose liberalising and 

grievances into the streets”: Fred Weir, “Russia protests: Thousands rally in “Day of Wrath” against Putin,” 
Christian Science Monitor, 21 March 2010, http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Europe/2010/0321/Russia-
protests-Thousands-rally-in-Day-of-Wrath-against-Putin; but it may be a reflection of Gorer’s “pain and rage” 
expressing itself in ways that do not necessarily threaten the survival or integrity of the regime.
58 Erin Carriere-Kretschmer and Kathleen Holzwart, “Putin’s Popularity Propels Chosen Successor in Russian 
Election: Russians Prefer Strength in Their Leader, Economy over Democracy,” 27 February 2008, http://
pewresearch.org/pubs/749/russia-public-opinion.
59 Richard Sakwa, Putin: Russia’s Choice, 2nd edition (London: Routledge, 2008), 85.
60 Mike Whitney, “Vladimir Putin: “Th e World’s Most Popular Leader”?,” at http://www.informationclearing-Mike Whitney, “Vladimir Putin: “The World’s Most Popular Leader”?,” at http://www.informationclearing-
house.info/article18817.htm.
61 Fond Obshchestvennogo Mneniya (FOM), “Indeksy doveriya pervym litsam gosudarstva,” Dominanty, no. 
22 (2010): 4, http://bd.fom.ru/pdf/d22ind10.pdf.
62 VCIOM, “Confidence in Political Leaders,” May–June 2010, http://wciom.com/news/ratings/confidence-
in-political-leaders.html.
63 Fred Weir, “Russia protests: Thousands rally in “Day of Wrath” against Putin,” Christian Science Monitor, 21 
March 2010, http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Europe/2010/0321/Russia-protests-Thousands-rally-in-Day-
of-Wrath-against-Putin.
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 democratising policies – essentially following a Western approach – are now seen by many 
as having been disastrous. In a study by the Public Opinion Foundation in Russia, com-
ments on his period at the helm identified him as “a talentless political leader” who “never 
decided anything by himself, he did everything under instructions from other countries.” 
The same study also identified positive appraisals, yet on balance 77 per cent saw him as 
bad or were indifferent to him.64 Attitudes towards Stalin were ambivalent: while 41 per 
cent in Russia and 46 per cent in Moscow were on balance negative towards him, 32 per 
cent nationwide and 30 per cent in Moscow took a positive view, with respectively 17 and 
15 per cent neutral.65 For many, Stalin remains a politically relevant figure, unlike even 
more recent leaders who have passed into history.66 A study in 2005 revealed that a major-
ity of young Russians believed that Stalin did more good than bad, and that 19 per cent 
of young Russians might be prepared to vote for him, and a further 20 per cent “would 
probably not” do so.67

Russians are at best ambivalent about authoritarian figures and the reality of authori-
tarian rule. The slogan of the Gorbachev period – when “democratisation” was one of the 
official policies adopted by the regime – was “We are learning democracy.”68 Yet two dec-
ades later, disenchantment with Western-style democracy was widespread. Another study 
discovered that 

When Russian attitudes to democracy and the market place are compared with those 
of other countries, Russians come out as among the least enthusiastic in the world, a good 
deal less keen even than the people of Belarus.69

The era of communist rule seems publicly to have been consigned to the oblivion of the 
past. Statues and symbols, including the hammer and sickle, the red flag, and public slo-
gans extolling the working class, have largely disappeared, with the exception of Vladimir 
Lenin, whose significant role in temporarily redirecting the course of Russian history is 

64 FOM poll, 29 November 2000, “Attitudes on Gorbachev,” available at http://bd.english.fom.ru/report/cat/
az/D/democracy/ed003209. Other negative comments included “lying, a traitor,” “hesitant and dependent,” 
“without personality,” and “a careerist” who “worked only for himself and his glory.” More positively, “if he 
were in power, everything would be different.”
65 FOM poll, 27 February 2003, http://bd.english.fom.ru/report/map/ed030811.
66 See, for example, Alexander Sotnichenko, “Stalin: searching for a place in history. Dedicated to the 65th an-See, for example, Alexander Sotnichenko, “Stalin: searching for a place in history. Dedicated to the 65th an-
niversary of the victory over Nazism,” East–West Review, 7 May 2010, http://www.eastwest-review.com/article/
stalin-searching-place-history-dedicated-65th-anniversary-victory-over-nazism.
67 Mendelson and Gerber, “Soviet Nostalgia,” 84, 86–7; the authors emphasise the significance of the word 
“probably,” rather than “definitely.”
68 In Russian, uchimsya demokratii.
69 Susan Richards, “Russians don’t much like the West,” Open Democracy, 25 February 2009, http://www.
opendemocracy.net/article/email/russians-don-t-much-like-the-west; Mendelson and Gerber assert, on the ba-
sis of repeated surveys, that “many Russians are simply too ambivalent about democracy for any revolutionary 
scenario to be plausible. Support for concepts such as transparency and the rule of law, as well as free and fair 
elections, are greatly inhibited by the power of historical legacies”: “Soviet Nostalgia,” 84.
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a fact.70 The tricolour of white, blue and red was reintroduced by Yeltsin at the time of the 
anti-Gorbachev putsch in August 1991; the tsarist crowned double-headed eagle, depicted 
in gold on a red field, was reinstated by order of Boris Yeltsin on 30 November 1993; 
elaborate ceremonial uniforms, such as those used by the Kremlin guard regiment on state 
occasions, have been redesigned along Imperial lines, including a shako (kiver).71 Many of 
the institutions and practices of the Western world have been adopted in the world of busi-
ness in Russia – including an invasion of English-language terms both for items that were 
never available in the Soviet Union (such as chipsy for potato chips or crisps, and many 
personal computer terms) and terms for which long-standing Russian equivalents existed 
(ofis, meaning office, for kontora). But the reassertion of state power appears to be taking 
the form of a reversion to Tsarist patterns. The esteem in which the main architects of these 
changes are held suggests that the population is at least acquiescent, rather than hostile and 
pushing for further democratisation.

Implications

If the argument presented above has validity, and the depiction of the Russian political 
culture is realistic, the reversion to a form of authoritarian rule, although slightly tempered 
by the holding of elections, should come as no surprise. The implications are striking, 
however, and, for democrats inside or outside Russia, depressing: the prospects for liberal 
democracy are bleak. 

Given the continuity of basic values from one generation to the next, the major chal-
lenge is to break away from the norms that have built up over centuries. The Bolsheviks 
in the twentieth century certainly interrupted that continuity in certain respects. For ex-
ample, it is no longer valid to state, as Sir John Maynard did in the early 1940s, that “It is 
natural to think of the Russian as a peasant”:72 industrialisation, urbanisation, education 
– in short,  modernisation – changed the society irrevocably, so that by the mid-1970s 
the peasant who was romanticised by Tolstoy and other nineteenth-century writers had 
virtually disappeared in social and economic terms.73 The working class and Soviet-trained 
intelligentsia – a broad category of non-manual workers, including politicians and other 
administrators74 – dominated society; in the post-Soviet era, these traditional groups have 
been augmented by a new capitalist and merchant class. Educating a society that was 

70 Not only does the Lenin mausoleum on Moscow’s Red Square still exist, but new statues of the founder of 
the Soviet state are still being commissioned or reinstated: see “Lenin statue inaugurated in northwest Russia,” 
24 April 2010, http://en.rian.ru/russia/20100422/158703133.html.
71 Standard uniforms, however, show continuity with their Soviet counterparts.
72 Sir John Maynard, The Russian Peasant and Other Essays (New York: Collier Books, 1962; first published 1942), 31.
73 See Ian H. Hill, “The End of the Russian Peasantry?,” Soviet Studies XXVII, no. 1 (1975): 109–27.
74 L.G. Churchward, The Soviet Intelligentsia: An Essay in the Social Structure and Roles of the Soviet Intellectuals 
during the 1960s (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973).
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largely illiterate was a major twentieth-century achievement, without which the successes 
in industrialisation, science and engineering, space exploration and the arts could not have 
taken place. And in the final two decades of the Soviet Union’s existence, moves in the 
direction of a consumer-oriented economy were undertaken, with mixed and limited suc-
cess, certainly in comparison with Western countries. An  increasingly complex society was 
created, with a sophisticated division of labour, offering choices of career and lifestyle in-
comparable with the traditional society that survived until at least the 1930s.75

Yet traditional Russia retained its hold on the minds of at least some of the population. 
Thus, a movement of so-called “village writers” (Derevenshchiki) revived a sense of nostalgia 
for the lost soul of Russia,76 and many Russian families retained their links with the soil 
through the dacha – the plot on which they built a modest dwelling, grew many of their 
own vegetables, and spent many summer weekends. In these and other ways, Russian tradi-
tions and accompanying attitudes towards life persevered despite the efforts of the Soviet 
leaders to lift the society to what they saw as a higher level. 

My argument has been that history maintains a heavy hold on Russians’ consciousness. 
The traditional culture of passivity in the face of authority – even a positive respect for the 
exercise of state power – prevents Russia from embracing the values and culture that would 
sustain effective liberal democracy. The apparent indifference to the murder of journalists 
– a profession that is seen as vital in modern democracies – is but one example. Another 
is the willingness to support and participate in institutions designed to uphold strong 
central power embodied in an individual around whom a cult appears to be growing. The 
suspicion of foreigners, too, was not peculiar to the Soviet period, but lay deep in Russian 
history. It is not surprising that in the past few years restrictions have been imposed on the 
activities of external funding agencies, to the extent that the West has been obliged to reas-
sess its mode of operation in attempting to encourage democracy through civil society.77 
Reckoning with the past – and not simply the recent past – is an important part of any 
approach to Russia’s political evolution.

Conclusion

I have long valued the wise words of the late Professor Avgust A. Mishin, of Moscow 
State University, a specialist on Western (“bourgeois”) political systems. He had a very posi-
tive attitude, had visited the United States on several occasions and, towards the end of his 

75 This is not necessarily to give credit to the Bolsheviks for processes that took place under different conditions 
in other parts of the world: undoubtedly they would have happened, perhaps even more effectively, under a dif-
ferent regime. Nor is it to assert that late Soviet society had reached Western standards: it manifestly had not, 
and it was struggling to maintain its position. The point being made here is different.
76 See Philippa Lewis, “Peasant Nostalgia in Contemporary Russian Literature,” Soviet Studies 28, no. 4 (1976): 
548–69.
77 This was a conclusion of Mendelson and Gerner: see “Soviet Nostalgia,” 91–4.
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life, had a chance to visit Great Britain, where, he told me, he was in ecstasy (Ya v vostorge!). 
Although a member of the Communist Party, he was positive and honest in his apprecia-
tion of the strengths and weaknesses of liberal democracy. After visits to the United States, 
he was obliged to give “appropriate” interpretations of American life; to the KGB he could 
be more honest in his appraisal. On more than one occasion, so he gave me to understand, 
he had been reprimanded by the Party for his views: he was, I believe, the closest to being 
a dissident while remaining within the Party. 

In the summer of 1979, at the time the International Political Science Association 
held a convention in Moscow, we were chatting over vodka (naturally!) in his apartment 
close to Moscow University. At one point, he said to me words to the effect “What you 
have to remember, is that each nation must find its own road to democracy.” The corollary 
was perhaps that each nation must find its own form of democracy – recognising, as he 
undoubtedly did, that there is no single “model” of democracy,78 only a set of principles. 
Democracy, or at least the values that underpin democratic practices, must become part of 
the thinking of all citizens, including those who rise to positions of leadership, authority 
and power. It is not simply a question of recognising that democracy is “the only game in 
town.”79 A deeper conception of democracy requires far more conscious engagement with 
values, processes and relationships than today’s fashionable game theory permits – although 
that minimal acceptance by Russia’s leaders would be a vast step forward.

My argument is that the trend towards authoritarianism that can be perceived in the 
Putin era is not simply a throw-back to the Soviet era. Putin’s methods of rule chime with 
longer-established Russian values that were themselves reflected in practices of the Soviet 
era. Features of twentieth-century Russia that were conveniently associated with “commu-
nism” should more appropriately have been linked to the fact that the first revolutionary 
seizure of power by self-avowed Marxists took place in Russia, rather than anywhere else. 
Lenin and his Bolsheviks were the successful generation of Russian radicals and revolution-
aries: they were not the vanguard of the working class in an advanced capitalist country. 
With the collapse of the regime that they created, Russia emerged a changed country into 
a world that also had changed radically over the course of the twentieth century. Democ-
racy had extended across the globe, although certainly not uniformly or in a steady process. 
By 1991, the “third wave” of democratisation80 seemed to be in full swing, and seemed 
poised to break upon the discredited communist-ruled regimes of the Soviet Union and 
its allies. Much of the advice given to the post-communist leaders of those countries, and 
the scholarly literature that supported it, assumed that building an appropriate framework 

78 This point was also made by Vladimir Putin in his press interview of June 2010, in a somewhat evasive re-
sponse to a question about Russian democracy: see note 23 above.
79 Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: Southern Europe, South 
America, and Post-Communist Europe (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 5, attributing 
the term to Giuseppe di Palma.
80 The phrase was coined by Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth 
Century (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991).
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of institutions was the way to “craft democracies.”81 In fact, far greater focus was placed 
on creating a market economy than on carefully nurturing democratic processes. “Free” 
elections were seen as the key to democratisation, leading to what has been termed “the 
electoralist fallacy”: the idea that “a necessary condition of democracy, free elections, is 
seen as a sufficient condition of democracy.”82 The fashionable focus on “rational choice,” 
coalition behaviour, and similar approaches that are amenable to mathematical modelling 
overlooked the aphorism of Albert Einstein that “things count which cannot be counted.” 
These include those aspects of human existence and behaviour that were illuminated by 
intellectual approaches and concepts that had become unfashionable among social scien-
tists after the middle of the twentieth century. Theories of identity, national character and 
political culture, I contend, can offer at least a contribution to an explanation of what is 
needed for democracy to become the norm, and of why the euphoric expectations of 1991 
have not been met. They also force a more sober expectation of Russia’s potential for liberal 
democracy, and pose challenges of imagination and empathy for those who wish to foster 
and support that evolution.

•

81 Giuseppe di Palma, To Craft Democracies: An Essay on Democratic Transitions (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1990).
82 Linz and Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation, 4.
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Transformation of the international order in 90s

Bipolar international order was marked by clear and precise character of threats result-precise character of threats result- character of threats result-
ing from East-West confrontation. So far, it created precise system of instruments, 
mechanisms and means for ensuring both national and international security.

However processes occurred in 90s in the international arena caused comprehensive 
transformation of the international relations’ system. New emerged international environ-
ment displayed strong interdependence of national and international security, and indi-
cated new conditions of security of contemporary states.1 Parallel, sphere of security notion 
was expanded, which meant necessity for its ensuring in other spheres besides military.2 In 
addition, security is being ensured simultaneously at several levels (local, regional, transre-
gional and global) by states, multilateral organizations3, institutions and international re-
gimes.4 Furthermore, new international environment provided for emergence of new hier-
archy of threats of complex significant and multidimensional character on the contrary to 
Westphalian system of international relations with its state-centred hierarchy of threats.5

1 Marek Pietraś, “Bezpieczeństwo państwa w późnowestfalskim środowisku międzynarodowym,” in Kryteria 
bezpieczeństwa międzynarodowego państwa, ed. Beata Górka-Winter, Sławomir Dębski, 163–165 (Warszawa: 
PISM, 2003); Ryszard Zięba, “Kategoria bezpieczeństwa w nauce o stosunkach międzynarodowych,” in Bez-
pieczeństwo narodowe i międzynarodowe u schyłku XX wieku, ed. Davis. B. Bobrow, Edward Haliżak, Ryszard 
Zięba, 16–18 (Warszawa: Uniwersytet Warszawski, 1997). 
2 Marek Pietraś, “Pozimnowojenny paradygmat bezpieczeństwa in statu nascendi,” Sprawy Międzynarodowe, 
no. 2 (1997): 31–35; Joseph S. Nye jr., Soft Power. Jak osiągnąć sukces w polityce światowej, trans. Jakub Zabo-
rowski, (Warszawa: Wydawnictwa Akademickie i Profesjonalne, 2007), 30–51.
3 Marek Pietraś, “Ład międzynarodowy w pozimnowojennej Europie jako środowisko polityki zagranicznej 
Polski,” in Poziomy aktywności Polski w środowisku międzynarodowym, ed. Teresa Łoś-Nowak, Adriana Dudek, 
37–46 (Legnica: Wydawnictwo PWSZ w Legnicy, 2002).
4 Marek Pietraś, “Państwa narodowe wobec dynamiki procesów bezpieczeństwa w euroatlantyckim obszarze 
stosunków międzynarodowych,” in Państwa narodowe w euroatlantyckich strukturach, ed. Józef Fiszer, 62–69 
(Poznań-Warszawa: Uniwersytet im. Adama Mickiewicza, 1996). 
5 Pietraś, “Bezpieczeństwo państwa w późnowestfalskim...,” 166–171.
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The vision of world became much more complicated and variable; and world itself 
became much more penetrated and open.6 The end of the “cold war” and processes of glo-
balisation7 being main features of newly emerged international environment in early 90s 
evoked emergence of different concepts of future shape of the international order (from 
unipolar concept8 to multipolar concept).

Russia in its turn was trying to influence process of shaping new international order, 
regarding itself as one of key elements of new international environment. However, its en-
deavours were not much successful. Western political elites preserved their political think-
ing towards Russia mainly in bipolar categories despite speeches proclaimed. 

Furthermore, the main security dilemma became obvious. From one hand Russia’s 
security interests coincided with security interests of majority Western states; and their 
mutual efforts were aimed at creation of new system of international security and strategic 
stability and ensuring its effective functioning. From the other, Russia was still treated as 
the source of main threats for the international community.

Terrorist attacks on September 11th, 2001 gave new impulse for thinking about inter-
national order, reconsidering simultaneously role of Russia in it. Russia itself understood 
scale and meaning of changes within the international arena. Both Russia and the Western 
community acknowledged complexity and vulnerability of contemporary international 
environment. Nevertheless each of the parties chose different mechanisms for ensuring its 
security.

Transformation of Russia

Parallel to process of shaping new international order, Russia was trying to find its new 
identity. Likely with comprehensive processes within the international environment, com-
prehensive and meaningful processes within the Russian Federation were apparent. Likely 
to announced different conceptions about future forms of international order, different 
conceptions about future of Russia were proclaimed.

Transformation of foreign and security policy of the Russian Federation should be 
examined in context of transformation of international order, which is constantly and 
progressively getting more complex.

6 Józef Kukułka, “Na drodze do nowego ładu światowego,” in Krajobraz po transformacji. Środowisko między-
narodowe Polski lat dziewięćdziesiątych, ed. Roman Kuźniar, 202–211 (Warszawa: Uniwersytet Warszawski, 
1992); Pietraś, “Ład międzynarodowy...,” 29–48.
7 Józef Kukułka, “Prawa rozwoju i zmienności stosunków międzynarodowych w świetle procesów globalizacji,” 
in Oblicza procesów globalizacji, ed. Marek Pietraś, 17–34 (Lublin: Uniwersytet Marii Curie-Skłodowskiej, 
2002); Marek Pietraś, “Globalizacja jako process zmiany społeczności międzynarodowej,” in Oblicza procesów 
globalizacji, ed. Marek Pietraś, 35–66 (Lublin: Uniwersytet Marii Curie-Skłodowskiej, 2002); Pietraś, “Bezpie-
czeństwo państwa w późnowestfalskim...,” 161–176.
8 G. John Ikenberry, “Strategic Reactions to American Preeminence: Great Power Politics in the Age of Unipo-
larity.” Discussion paper, National Intelligence Council, July 28, 2003.
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In early 90s Russia was consecutively eliminating previous international order, what 
was the reflection of its internal politics. In late 90s politics of multipolarity should have 
restored foreign policy based on national interests of Russia. Multipolar conception meant 
international system without dominant leader; simultaneously it wasn’t opposed to the 
US and the EU, despite the declarations about strategic partnership with China. Having 
realized that there are no preconditions for rebuilding previous international order with its 
leading role within it, Russia chose politics of isolation and confrontation with the West in 
late 90s, trying to find financial sources for increasing its military power. Parallel, Russian 
authorities realized that settlement of economic problems would provide for increase of 
power of Russia, and in effect – its status in the international arena would be much more 
influential. It was a clear indicator of evolution in political elites’ thinking about power. 

New thinking about power, threat and security after events of 9/11 and decision of grant-
ing comprehensive assistance to the US taken by President Putin immediately brought Russia 
to the top of international community. All the more, favourable situation in world’s market, 
including sharp rise in oil prices, allowed Russia to allocate substantial amount of financial 
resources and improve its position in the world. And in effect Russia became more influen-
tial actor in the international arena, and later even an informal opposite leader to the US. 

After several subsequent successful years for Russia its authorities decided to make 
their contribution to the development of the international relations, taking into account 
changed position of the Russian Federation in the world. So President Vladimir Putin de-
clared that future international order must reflect its multipolarity, and include three levels 
of cooperation between states. First level is well-built system of international organizations 
under leading role of the UN; second – respectful regional organizations; and third – bi-
lateral mutual relationships between states.9 Furthermore, economy, in first turn energy 
sector, should serve as basis for new international order.

Such policy of the Russian Federation meant to reach two objectives simultaneously. 
The first was aimed at not-allowance to the US to conduct unipolar politics and to preserve 
existing international order based on the principles of international law and Charter of the 
UN.10 The second was directed at rising of meaning and role of the Russian Federation in 
the international arena.

Doctrine of President Putin 

Nowadays energy policy is considered as integral part of security and foreign policies 
in their broad sense. So far, threats and challenges of economic, in first turn – energy, char-
acter are the most thrilling, dangerous and unpredictable.

9 Igor S. Ivanov, The New Russian Diplomacy (Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 2002), 48–49.
10 Igor Ivanov, “The New Russian Identity: Innovation and Continuity in Russian Foreign Policy,” The Wash-
ington Quarterly 24, no. 3 (2001): 12; Ivanov, The New Russian Diplomacy..., 46, 110; Kukułka, “Na drodze do 
nowego ładu...,” 197–201.
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Energy security in globalizing world depends on system of institutions in the interna-
tional arena, and on system of bilateral or/and multilateral relations between states, in first 
turn, states-exporters and states-importers. Hence, meaning of so-called raw diplomacy as 
mechanism of foreign policy of the state is constantly growing. 

Normative basis of Russian raw diplomacy includes official documents concerning for-
eign and security policy of Russia, annual addresses of President, Energy Strategies of Russia 
from 1995 and 2003, bilateral agreements with other states in energy sphere, and some 
other official documents. Russian authorities decided to base Russian foreign and security 
policy upon energy-export policy, making Russia great energy power firstly, and then great 
world power.

In 2004 President Putin declared that foreign policy should favour the process of mod-
ernization of Russia, making it more competitive by means of raising GDP and well-
considered, effective and dynamic integration into the world’s economy.11 So far, previous 
vision and understanding of the international relations mainly in categories of bipolarism 
and geopolitics was replaced by officially proclaimed doctrine of interdependence and geo-
economy. In other words, military opposition is to be changed into economic competition. 
Within the framework of geo-economical vision of the international relations and foreign 
policy, main threats for national security are being caused by its economic instability and 
uncertainty. In order to overcome threats and challenges Russia should construct its ben-
eficial relationships with all those countries, which can help and favour the development of 
Russia.12 Thus, doctrine of President Putin presented new characteristics of Russian foreign 
policy, namely being multivectorial instead of being multipolar. Doctrine of foreign and 
security policy of Vladimir Putin is characterised by pragmatism and clear understanding 
that relationships within the international arena in the era of globalization are characterised 
by sharp competition for new markets, access for resources, beneficial contracts, economic 
and political influence. 

Favourable domestic situation allowed Russian authorities to correct foreign policy 
of Russia. June 27, 2006 President Putin clearly indicated new priorities of the Russian 
Federation in the international arena. He said: “Russia should carry commensurate to its 
role and potentialities responsibility for global and social-economic development”.13 Such 
declaration can be defined as new approach to security and foreign policy of Russia, and 
new understanding of its role in the international arena; in other words, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin defined economic component as chief one in determining the scale of im-
portance and power of any country.

11 Russia. President of Russia. Official web-site, “Vystuplenije na plenarnom zasiedanii sovieshchanija po-
slov i postojannykh priedstavitielej Rossii. July 12, 2004.” http://www.kremlin.ru/text/appears/2004/07/74399.
shtml; Russia. President of Russia. Official web-site, “Poslanjie Priezidienta Rossijskoj Fiedieratsii Fiedieralnomu 
Sobraniju Rossijskoj Fiedieratsii. May 16, 2003.” http://www.kremlin.ru/text/appears/2003/05/44623.shtml. 
12 “Kontseptsija vnieshniej politiki Rossijskoj Fiedieratsii,” Diplomaticheskij viestnik, no. 8, 2000: 3–11.
13 Russia. President of Russia. Offi  cial web-site, “Vystuplenije na sovieshchanii s poslami i postojannymi priedsta-Official web-site, “Vystuplenije na sovieshchanii s poslami i postojannymi priedsta-
vitielami Rossijskoj Fiedieratsii. June 27, 2006.” http://www.kremlin.ru/text/appears/2006/06/107802.shtml.
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Thus President Putin declared first global doctrine of the Russian Federation, doctrine 
of bringing into correspondence political influence of Russia with its economic potentiali-
ties.14 In February 2007 at Munich conference on international security, President Putin 
delivered a speech, in which he publicly announced this position, addressing it directly to 
the whole international community.15 Undoubtedly, doctrine of President Putin reflected 
new understanding of Russia’s role in the international arena.

Doctrine of President Putin also reflected persuasion that factor of “energy security” 
plays determinative role in balance of powers in the international arena. Some experts as-
sume that Russian authorities using model of nuclear deterrence, try to create model of en-
ergy deterrence, which has its arsenal, ideology and credit of confidence. Arsenal includes 
energy resources, amount of their output and export routes. Ideology means development 
of Russia by exploitation of its energy resources and creation of competitive productive and 
financial companies. Credit of confidence is based on personal engagement of President 
Putin in making contracts in energy sphere.16 

After coming into power in 2008, President Medvedev continues energy policy of 
Russia based on doctrine of Vladimir Putin. However, he decided to create a solid juridical 
base for the new energy policy of Russia, mainly in the international dimension, propos-
ing in 2009 to the international community a package of juridical binding agreements.17 
President Medvedev also suggested introducing into new juridical base principle of mutual 
responsibility for countries which supply energy resources, and for countries that consume 
them. In gas sphere it means that system of long-term contracts will be preserved, allowing 
this way to implement expensive energy projects.

Additionally, Russian authorities try to bind by this document Russia and Europe, 
speculating on the issue of energy security, and simultaneously harshly advocating such 
projects as Nord Stream and South Stream.

Parallel, President Medvedev underlined the need to recognize state sovereignty over 
national energy resources, that way preventing other countries from attempts to get control 
over energy deposits in the Russian Federation. However, President Medvedev suggested 
the extension of assets exchange is possible between energy companies from countries-
consumers and countries-suppliers. Within the framework of such partnership, companies 
from countries-importers will be engaged in gas- and oil extraction in exchange of assets in 
sphere of processing and market of gas, oil and electricity. 

Other issue of great importance in the Conceptual Approach by President Medvedev 
referred to transit countries and their responsibility for ensuring safe transit of energy 

14 Aleksej Bogaturov, “Nastojashchaja doktrina,” Niezavisimaja gazieta, May 28, 2007. 
15 Russia. President of Russia. Official web-site, “Vystuplenije i diskussija na Mjunkhenskoj konfierientsii po 
voprosam politiki biezopasnosti. February 10, 2007.” http://archive.kremlin.ru/text/appears/2007/02/118097.
shtml. 
16 Toma Gomar, “Paradoks niepostojanstva,” Rossija v global’noj politikie 4, no. 3 (2006): 66.
17 Russia. President of Russia. Official web-site, “Kontseptual’nyj podkhod k novoj pravovoj bazie mezhdunarod-
nogo sotrudnichiestva v sfierie energietiki (tseli i printsipy). April 21, 2009.” – http://kremlin.ru/ref_notes/258. 
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from countries-exporters towards countries-importers. This statement was stipulated by 
so-called gas war between Russia and Ukraine at the beginning of 2009.

In general, this document is treated by Russian authorities as a proposal for mutually 
beneficial co-operation and exchange in energy sphere for all interested countries. But the 
international, and in first turn European, community didn’t welcome it, fearing that be-
hind the proposal there were other goals, aimed at strengthening positions of Russia at the 
price of its European and international partners.

Instruments of implementing new foreign 
and security policy of Russia

New aspirations of Russia in foreign and security policy are based on impressive indica-
tors of economic growth18 in several last years and a solid raw resources background.

In political sphere Russia tends to build energy issues into agenda of current inter-
national relations, especially taking into account growing oil and gas demands in differ-
ent parts of the world and present disturbances between supply and demand. So during 
G–8 summit in Russia in 2006 President Putin made energy security the key issue, which 
should have proved that Russia is main and reliable provider of energy resources (gas and 
oil) in the international arena, also after 2008.19 However, the image of Russia as reliable 
partner of the West in energy sphere suffered greatly after so-called gas war between Russia 
and Ukraine at the beginning of the year 2009.

In economic sphere Russia creates new international reality with the help of present 
raw resources (mainly oil and gas) and meanings of their transporting. Russia belongs to 
the community of states, which possesses huge amount of proven and known different 
sources of energy. 

Russia possesses more than 25% of world’s proven reserves of natural gas; at least 6% 
(or 13% – depends on different estimations) of world’s known reserves of oil; nearly 20% 
of world’s known reserves of coal. For the perspective of 20–25 years, it will be the main 
supplier of energy in the international markets. Never being involved in any institution 
that might restrict Russia’s oil and gas output and its prices for them, Russia had no reason 
to act on contrary to its national interests, e.g. economic national interests.

Russia uses different instruments for implementing its new foreign and security policy. 
At the first level, state authorities keep control over main oil- and gas-fields. Oil sector 
was partially privatised in 90s, however after Yukos case state authorities managed to take 
Yukos assets under their control. Gas sector rests mainly under state control, and Gasprom 

18 Lilia Szewcowa, “Rosja przed nowym cyklem politycznym: paradoksy stabilności i petro-state,” in Imperium 
Putina, ed. Wojciech Konończuk, 18–19, 21 (Warszawa: Fundacja Batorego, 2007).
19 Vladimir Putin, “Gruppa vos’mi” na puti k sammitu v Sankt-Pietierburgie: Vyzovy, Vozmozhnosti, Otviet-
stviennost’,” Rossijskaja gazieta, March 1, 2006; Vadim Lukov, “Rossija v “Bol’shoj vos’miorkie”: iz gostiej – 
v priedsiedatieli,” Rossija v global’noj politikie 4, no. 3 (2006): 20.
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is the main state monopolist. Russian authorities also reluctant towards foreign companies 
that strive to investigate new gas- and oilfields, and start extraction from them. The main 
exception refers to the Arctic region, which is believed to possess extraordinary amounts of 
gas and oil. However, these estimations are still to be proved, and the process of extraction 
requires new technologies and experience Russia lacks. But the Arctic deposits will shape 
Russian energy, foreign and security policy only in the distant perspective.

The second instrument concerns infrastructure available. Russia keeps world’s first 
place in selling gas by means of pipelines, and as oil-exporter keeps world’s second place 
after Saudi Arabia.20 In addition, state of Russia controls almost one third of the country’s 
oil extraction and the entirely of its gas and oil exports.

Besides, Russian authorities express strong unwillingness to allow establishment of pri-
vate pipeline system. Thus whole pipeline system (concerning oil transportation) of Russia 
is under control of state Transneft company.

Russia possesses several oil and gas pipelines. Oil pipeline system includes: •	
Druzhba pipeline (Central European direction)•	
Baltic Pipeline System, oil terminal in Primorsk port (Northern Baltic direction);•	
Caspian pipeline system to port terminal of Black Sea (Black Sea direction);•	
Baku-Novorossiysk pipeline (Black Sea direction). •	

In 90s Russia was using pipelines mainly on European direction. However unstable 
political relationships with some transit countries, limited traffic capacities of Danish and 
Turkish straits and growing demands in petroleum in Asia-Pacific region forced Russia for 
seeking new options for transportation of oil.21 Regardless the fact that Russia is the main 
supplier of oil to the EU22, only expansion to East-Asian markets can make true Russian 
aspiration of becoming great power in the international arena.

So on December 31st, 2004, the Russian government issued a decree on the unified 
petroleum transportation system, which was modified on September 5, 2006.23 According 
to decree new pipeline “Eastern Siberia – Pacific Ocean” will be built, making export of oil 
to the eastern markets (Japan, China, the US, Southeast Asia, South Korea) possible.

The other prospective project of Transneft company refers to Murmansk Pipeline. The 
project foresees to transport oil from the Western Siberia towards port of Murmansk. Pre-
viously the idea of such route was developed by Yukos company. However, Russian au-
thorities were extremely negative about the project, because it was intended to be a private 

20 Kontseptsija Energietichieskoj stratiegii Rossii na pieriod do 2030 g. (proekt) (Moskva: GU IES, 2007), 10; 
“Mirovaja energietika: vzgljad na desjat’ let vpieriod,” Rossija v global’noj politikie 4, no. 6 (2006): 49; Nodari 
Simonija, “Energobiezopasnost’ Zapada i rol’ Rossii,” Rossija v global’noj politikie 2, no. 2 (2004): 77–91.
21 Russia. President of Russia. Official web-site, “Vstupitel’noje slovo na zasiedanii Sovieta Biezopasnosti po 
voprosu o roli Rossii v obiespiechienii mezhdunarodnoj energietichieskoj biezopasnosti. December 22, 2005.” 
http://president.kremlin.ru/text/appears/2005/12/99294.shtml; Vladimir Milov and Ivan Selivakhin, Prob-
lemy energietichieskoj politiki Rossii (Moskva: Moskovskij Tsentr Karnegi, 2005), 40.
22 Milov, Selivakhin, Problemy energietichieskoj… 
23 Rasporjazhenije Pravitel’stva RF ot 31 diekabrja 2004 g. N 1737-r O jedinoj nieftieprovodnoj sistiemie (s izm. 
i dop. ot 5 sientjabrja 2006 g.). http://jurbase.ru/texts/sector029/tes29612.htm. 
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pipeline. After the trial process, state took the control over Yukos assets, and the idea of the 
potential new pipeline route. 

Gas pipeline system includes:
Urengoy-Pomary-Uzhgorod (European direction; Ukraine – transit country);•	
Yamal-Europe (European direction, Belarus and Poland – transit countries);•	
Blue Steam (Turkish direction);•	
Nord Stream (European direction, through the Baltic Sea towards Germany);•	
South Stream (Southern European direction);•	
Altai (pipeline system in the Eastern part of Russia, Chinese direction);•	
Sakhalin-Khabarovsk-Vladivostok (from the Eastern Siberia towards the Far East, •	
mainly within the Russian Federation itself ).

Last four of abovementioned are currently being built. According to statements of 
 authorities Nord Stream is to become operational by October 2011. The extension of the 
construction period was caused to the great extent by the fears of the neighbouring coun-
tries about potential serious environmental damage from the project.24 South Stream and 
Altay – are only projects to be implemented in next several years. 

Furthermore in 2007 Russia, Turkmenistan, and Kaza khstan agreed to build the Pri-
kaspiiski pipeline to carry gas from Turkmenistan and Kaza khstan to Russia.25 This agree-
ment will strengthen position of Russia in the Caspian region, post-soviet space, and will 
thwarts US and EU plans for a Trans-Caspian pipeline that would have delivered Turkmen 
gas to Europe across the Caspian Sea via Turkey omitting Russia.

Development of pipeline infrastructure, so long as Russia is not major player at LNG 
market, allows Russia influence politics of oil- and gas-dependant countries, so far becom-
ing simultaneously energy superpower and powerful actor in the international arena.

The third instrument is price management. In 90s Russian ruling elites were convinced 
that preservation of old prices for oil and gas for post-soviet states would help to return 
those states, and so far – help them to regain new Russian empire. But during presidency 
of Vladimir Putin, tactics was changed – regaining the status of power depends on state of 
economy, so far raise in prices was inescapable (even Belarus was not an exception).26 Presi-
dent Medvedev at the beginning of his presidency continued the price policy of President 
Putin. However, later on he started to exercise it less aggressively. The main problem is still 
posed by Ukraine. Ukrainian authorities (regardless of party affiliation) conduct policy 
signing discounted gas contracts with Russia. On April 21, 2010 an agreement between 
Ukraine and Russia was reached. According to the provisions of agreement the Russian 

24 Official web-site of Nord Stream pipeline project. http://www.nord-stream.com/home.html?L=2. 
25 Russia. Official web-site of Gazprom. “Pre-Caspian gas pipeline.” http://www.gazprom.com/production/
projects/pipelines/pg/. 
26 Russia. President of Russia. Official web-site, “Interv’ju V. Putina zhurnalistam piechatnykh sriedstv mass-
ovoj informatsii iz stran – chlenov “Gruppy vos’mi”. June 4, 2007.” http://archive.kremlin.ru/text/appears 
/2007/06/132615.shtml; Grzegorz Gromadzki and Wojciech Konończuk, Energy Game. Ukraine, Moldova and 
Belarus between the EU and Russia (Warszawa: Fundacja Batorego, 2007), 19–20. 
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lease on naval facilities in Crimea would be extended beyond 2017 by 25 years with an 
additional 5 year renewal option (to 2042–47) in exchange for a multiyear discounted 
contract to provide Ukraine with Russian natural gas. 

Despite the fact that agreement was highly debated in Ukraine, in fact it was Ukraine 
who won, not Russia. Furthermore, such decision by the Russian authorities demonstrate 
their adherence to symbolic effects; and the inability to stabilize the domestic economic 
situation within Russia speculating on historical memory instead of proposing clear strat-
egy of development for the own country. 

Furthermore, the price instrument is dubious and Russian authorities cannot let them-
selves to use the mechanism so far as it concerns image of Russia in the international arena, 
and stimulates other countries to diversify their energy policy.

Instead of conclusion

The last part of the article is aimed at delineating some chief risks Russia faces in effect 
of implementing its new foreign and security policy. These policies present a lot of chal-
lenges both to the internal development of Russia, and the international system. When 
speaking about the challenges to the internal development, one should notice that main of 
them exist in political sphere and economic one.

From one hand, Russian economy is identified as one of the most growing and promising 
economy currently in the world – so-called BRICS economies. Nevertheless the recognition, 
Russian economy is the most vulnerable in comparison to Indian or Chinese.27 If Russian 
economy is to be competitive and efficient, then structural reforms and transformations of 
sectors of economy, for instance using introduction of nanotechnologies, are to be done.28

Otherwise Russian economy might be trapped like it was in 80s with the Soviet economy. 
Risk of so-called “Dutch disease” supplemented by slow process of required reforms and sudden 
slump in oil and gas prices might crumble Russian economy once again. In effect Russia will 
come back to its status of source of raw materials for industrial and post-industrial countries.

One should admit that official authorities realized the threats and challenges Russia 
facing due to high prices for oil and gas.29 Even more, some actions were taken in order to 
avoid negative development of the situation. So in 2007 Russian authorities adopted new 
budget designed for 3 years. It foresaw new mechanism of using financial resources from 
oil and gas export. Energy revenues were divided into three parts. One of these parts called 

27 Milov, Selivakhin, Problemy energietichieskoj…
28 Aleksandr Arbatov, Viktor Smirnov, and Vladimir Fejgin, “Tsikly nieftjanoj zavisimosti,” Rossija v global’noj 
politikie 3, no. 2 (2005): 190; Vladimir Mau, “Okna rosta i prioritiety ekonomiki,” Rossija v global’noj politikie 
2, no. 2 (2004): 54. 
29 Russia. President of Russia. Official web-site, “Vstupitel’noje slovo Priezidienta Rossii na vstriechie s ruko-
voditielami inostrannykh kompanij vo vriemja Pietierburgskogo ekonomichieskogo foruma. June 9, 2007.” 
http://www.kremlin.ru/text/appears/2007/06/133664.shtml. 
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as Reserve Fund allocated financial resources for guaranteeing stable functioning of Rus-
sian economy in case of decrease of oil and gas prices.30 In fact, the revenues from Reserve 
Fund were used during financial crisis of 2008, and they helped Russian authorities to 
stabilize social situation during crisis period.

Under President Medvedev the idea of modernization was proclaimed as a dominant 
idea for the future development of Russia.31 Nevertheless the process is not that easy, es-
pecially taking into account the issue of political system of the Russian Federation. Ob-
viously, economic breakthrough Russia needs cannot be achieved on the basis of energy 
economy and requires reforms, also in political sphere. 

Furthermore, so-called period of stability and continuity due to the “tandem ruling” 
is to great extent illusory. First prosperous decade of the XXI century was based mainly 
on petrodollars replacing the national idea and national ideology. But currently the model 
doesn’t work within the country. In the nearest future one can predict it won’t be that ef-
ficient in the international arena. 

Analyzing the international dimension of Russian foreign and security policy it should 
be admitted that in last years Russia came back to the international arena as powerful actor 
(including recognition of President Putin as the Person of the Year 2007 by Time maga-
zine32). However, such current position to great extent depends on momentary favourable 
situation in energy market.

Genuine position of the Russian Federation in the new international order in the 
nearest future will depend on its success or failure to use high oil and gas prices for its 
real reconstruction in every sphere of state’s functioning. Only truly prosperous and truly 
democratic (not imitating democracy33) Russia will be able to shape the form of the inter-
national order, being powerful and respectable actor in the international arena. Otherwise 
Russia will return to its politics of unpredictable behaviour in the international arena, us-
ing mechanisms of creating dubious alliances for short-term objectives.
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This paper represents the result of the analysis of speeches and statements of Rus-
sian authorities, devoted to financial crisis and its impact on Russian Federation in 
2008--2010. By the Russian authorities we mean the President of Russia Dmitriy 

Medvedev and the Prime Minister Vladimir Putin. Their teamwork or tandem allows to 
analyze their statements in total. We analyzed tens speeches of Dmitriy Medvedev and 
Vladimir Putin including the President’s messages to Federal Assembly, their interviews to 
mass-media, dialogs with the population, performances at working meetings, program ar-
ticles and publications in the leading Russian business newspaper “Kommersant”, devoted 
to financial crisis. 

An international community has been suffering from the unique by its scale economic 
transformation during the last few years, which has had an impact on the most developed 
countries and led to especial consequences both in economy, and in the political and social 
sphere. States responsible for the distribution of world finance have run into the deepest 
financial crisis which has transformed for the objective reasons into global one. The inter-
dependence of economies which has been reached by the start of the crisis could not leave 
economic problems within one state. Financial problems have thrown on the other states 
which have felt on itself the real meaning of the process of globalization. The main feature 
of the crisis is that there is no precedent for it scale in the history, and, accordingly, meas-
ures on its overcoming have unprecedented character. Russia as a global actor from the one 
hand and country with unstable economy from the other has been suffering from the crisis 
not less than the USA and European countries. Moreover economic problems denial by the 
high authorities in Russia almost till the end of 2008 caused serious social consequences 
especially in labour market. 

During the current electoral cycle methods of governance in Russia are characterized 
as “tandemocracy”. Formation of tandem’s power, i.e. personalistic political regime be-
came possible since the former president of Russia Vladimir Putin set his successor Dmitry 
Medvedev. By that decision “national leader” secured his own political career as a prime-
minister. It’s obvious that such change of places became a result of unofficial agreement 
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between Russian political elites. In that decision process Putin have played a major role: 
he decided to proceed his political career having high rating of public opinion by that mo-
ment. Medvedev have received an official status of successor in exchange for the changing 
the role of President for the next years. If during the 8 years of Putin’s presidency the whole 
power was concentrated in his hands, then from the beginning of new electoral cycle Putin 
have been forced to divide the authority of president and prime-minister (in order to ob-
tain enough power). In fact the model of “tandemocracy” became more democratic from 
the point of separation of powers. 

There is no doubt that both of them are the leaders of Russia in equal extent though 
that one of them holds a post of the president and another – of the premier. In particular, 
Medvedev introducing Putin to the Russian Duma (parliament) as a candidate for the head 
of the ministers has described their teamwork in following words: “I think that there is no 
doubt in anyone’s mind that our tandem, our cooperation, will only grow stronger, and in 
so doing will ensure the continuation and development of the current course, for which the 
Russian public has given its support”1. Putin considers in the same way: “I would like to 
note that President Medvedev and I have established a very good tandem. We have worked 
together for many years, and I am very happy about our effective cooperation”2. 

With Putin as a prime minister of Russia the role of the Government has considerably 
increased. Because of this mission to solve the crisis problems was laid to Government with 
its head – a “national leader” Putin. The role of the president Medvedev in the fight with 
crisis was lesser – to control nominally anti-crisis measures of Government and to present 
the position of Russia concerning the global crisis. Medvedev’s election as Russian president 
and the appointment of Putin as prime minister have changed the system of governance 
in Russia. New methods of political control could be termed as “tandemocracy”, which 
means tandem’s power of prime minister and president. New political landscape predeter-
mined firstly the necessity of public promotion of the idea of political “tandem” Medvedev 
– Putin and secondly division of functions that each of them could make politics in equal 
extent. The first steps of increasing the role of the weak government in Russia were made 
by Putin before the president’s elections during his press-conference in February 2008. The 
key part in Russian politics has been assigned to the Government and the prime minister, 
i.e. to Putin as a future head of the cabinet. “There was no need to cry that the time to work 
in this status has been gone. There is a need to enjoy that possibility to work in other status 
exists”3, Putin said. According to the former president Russian Government is a powerful 
institution which has in its responsibilities the formation of budget, presentation of budget 

1 “Speech at Presentation in the State Duma of Vladimir Putin as Candidate for the post of Prime Minister of the 
Russian Federation Government”, May 8, 2008, http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2008/05/08/1839_
type82912type82913_200376.shtml
2 “After the end of the televised question and answer session, Prime Minister Vladimir Putin gave an interview 
to the press”, December 4, 2008, http://premier.gov.ru/eng/events/news/2641/ 
3 Andrey Kolesnikov, “Владимир Путин наговорил на четыре года вперед”, Коммерсантъ, №25 (3842), Feb-Feb-
ruary 15, 2008.
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in Parliament, formation of monetary politics, social sphere, public health, education, and 
ecology. “The supreme executive power in the state belongs the Government and the prime 
minister”4, he emphasized. Moreover Putin underlined that the authorities will be divided 
between him and president Medvedev according to their own personal agreements. “There 
are enough powers and we’ll decide with Medvedev how to build our relationships. I assure 
you that we won’t have any problem here”5, Putin underlined. That means that the basis of 
Russian “tandemocracy” is informal agreement between Putin and Medvedev. By his turn 
Medvedev at the press-conference after the president elections said that the future powers 
and role of both institutions should be discussed: “I want to form contour of the future ex-
ecutive authority in our country. We’ll work on that question together with Putin”6. Prime 
minister of Russia has obtained at least the same influence with President on politics of the 
country. One of the key factors of the stability of tandem is personal relationships between 
Putin and Medvedev. “I have said more than once that we’ve known each other for ages. 
And we have not simply known each other, but have also worked together. We graduated 
from the same university, attended lectures by the same professors who not only taught 
us their subjects but also shaped our outlook on life. These common principles allow us 
to work together effectively today”7, Putin said in 2009. In most cases their comments on 
the main events are based on personal agreements “how to react”. In other words Putin 
translates “the voice of people” for Russian people, Medvedev – the voice of Russian pro-
gressive intellectuals and liberals for international society. In some cases they present the 
single opinion (e.g. war conflict with Georgia), in other – opposite (e.g. Khodorkovsky’s 
trial). This kind of strategy increases the popularity of tandem’s participants separately, i.e. 
“tandemocracy” on the whole as a new system of governance in Russia. 

Question about the “tandem’s” “life expectancy” was one of the crucial during the 
economic crisis. And it still is before the elections of the president of Russia that should 
be held in 2012. In June 2008 Medvedev predicted the durability of tandem. “I think that 
we really do have a good alliance for resolving the very complex issues facing the Russian 
Federation. We will work as long as is needed to reach the goals we have set, in accordance 
with the limits set by the law, of course”8, president said. Moreover in 2009 Medvedev 
marked out the comfortable cooperation with Putin and unreasonableness of his discharge. 
Thereby existence of tandem after the elections 2012 is possible independently of the deci-
sion who of them will be stand for election. 

The next point which concerns Russian “tandemocracy” with regard to economic crisis 
is the question of its efficiency. According to president Medvedev quality of the cooperation 

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Victor Khamraev, “Граждане запутались в ветвях власти”, Коммерсантъ, №38 (3855), March 7, 2008.
7 “Special TV programme “Conversation with Vladimir Putin: To Be Continued”, December 3, 2009, http://
premier.gov.ru/eng/events/news/8412/ 
8 “Interview with Reuters News Agency”, June 25, 2008, http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2008/06/25/ 
2050_type82916_203066.shtml 
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between Kremlin and House of Government has been increased during his term. “I be-
lieve that we indeed work together efficiently – me as President, and Mr. Putin as Prime 
Minister. Furthermore, I must say frankly that during our joint work we faced a series of 
dramatic events, including the crisis that we are discussing, and some other problems of 
regional dimension. I believe that due to our concerted efforts we manage to resolve many 
problems and we are doing it quite efficiently. Nevertheless I believe that this mechanism 
[“tandem”] works and it works effectively”9, he said in June 2009. “Today, there is no doubt 
that our tandem, as we are commonly referred to, is working rather coherently. All predic-
tions that our tandem will break up at any moment have not proven to be true, as you can 
see. As for personal preferences, I think that each individual has his or her own perceptions 
of whose views, conduct or presentation are more appealing. That is also true with regard 
to Vladimir Putin and myself ”10, he underlined in November 2009 in his interview with 
Der Spiegel. “we have an effectively functioning alliance. It is evidently always very good 
when President and Prime Minister have good relations”11, he added in 2010. But exactly 
in 2009 and 2010 Medvedev criticized government for certain steps concerning anti-crisis 
measures. “The implementation [by Government] of these measures is happening more 
slowly than we expected, and what is more important, more slowly than the current cir-
cumstances require”12, he said in January 2009. But according to prime minister such crit-
ics couldn’t be a reason for break up of “tandem”: “As for the actions of the Government, 
a critical view of the Government’s work is an absolutely normal thing. I myself am not 
always pleased with what some ministries and agencies are doing. In time of crisis its cur-
rent activities must come under particularly close scrutiny. That is the only way to find the 
most effective and valid solutions. It has been the case and I am sure it will continue to 
be the case”13. According to the “tandem” strategy solving the routine problems is possible 
without the direct contact between Medvedev and Putin. Direct contact is necessary dur-
ing extraordinary events to show that “tandem” is able to solve the problems effectively. In 
crisis situations authorities should react in operative manner to explain the “actual” reasons 
of it. Understanding of these reasons should be common in “tandem”. 

“Tandem” have not conceded occurrence of the economic crisis in Russia until the 
last trying to convince the population that crisis had an impact on USA (as a source of 
the crisis) and Western Europe. In common opinion of president and premier Russia re-
mained “a calmness islet” and measures on crisis non-admission undertaken by Medvedev 

9 “Interview to the China Central TV Host”, June 15, 2009, http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2009/06/15/ 
0837_type82914type82916type82917_217797.shtml 
10 “Interview with Der Spiegel”, November 7, 2009, http://eng.kremlin.ru/transcripts/1620
11 “Interview to the French Magazine Paris Match”, February 25, 2010, http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speech-
es/ 2010/02/25/0900_type82916_224466.shtml 
12 “Excerpts from the Speech at the Meeting on Issues of Stabilisation of the Situation in Real Economy”, Janu-
ary 11, 2009, http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2009/01/11/1253_type82913_211659.shtml
13 “Prime Minister Vladimir Putin’s interview to Japan’s Kyodo Tsushin News Agency, the NHK Japan Broad-
casting Corporation, and the Nihon Keizai Shimbun newspaper (The Nikkei)”, May 10, 2009. http://premier.
gov.ru/eng/events/news/4094/ 
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and Putin were estimated as sufficient. “As soon at the global financial crisis began making 
its effects felt on our financial system we took rapid steps to normalise the situation. The 
Government adopted an action programme to minimise the effects of the crisis in Russia, 
improve the banking system’s health and support specific economic sectors”14, emphasized 
president in November 2008 in his message to Federal Assembly. Medvedev was trying to 
convince not even the population of Russia but the international community that Russia 
takes necessary anti-crisis measures”. Moreover in December 2008 when the crisis became 
stronger he underlined that Russia was prepared for the crisis consequences thanks to what 
has been made for the last 8 years. According to Putin’s rhetoric till the end of 2008 in 
Russia was no crisis and wouldn’t be. At the meeting on economic questions in July 2008 
he said that “Despite those processes which many experts named world financial and food 
crisis we observe stable economic growth in Russia”. “We have had no liquidity crisis and 
no mortgage loan crisis of a kind that some European and American markets experience. 
We did not have it, we have avoided it. You have it. Not France, perhaps, but some Euro-
pean countries and the US. The crisis continues. We do not have it and I hope won’t have 
it”15, Putin underlined in categorical manner in September 2008 in interview with Figaro 
and “We don’t have systemic problems. Economic performance is under control” at the 
meeting with Russian business. Even in October 2008 Putin said that the situation was 
under control: “There are problems in world finances, and they really have crisis. We have 
problems, but don’t have a crisis, thanks God”. And only in December 2008 he was forces 
to recognize the existing of crisis tendencies in Russia and necessity of anti-crisis measures. 
“We have created anti-crisis architecture of public administration, which include legislative 
documents, monitoring of situation, administration and quick reaction forces”, he said at 
Government meeting. High authorities of the country calmed the population therefore 
financial problems and layoffs from bank and building sector became unexpected for the 
majority of Russians. Also it has shown an inefficiency of the measures undertaken on its 
non-admission. The population was not ready to those social consequences which were 
brought by the world crisis. There was not a surprise when audit firm FBK has named 
Russian anti-crisis measures the most ineffective equally with Ukrainian steps to fight the 
crisis. In fact the first anti-crisis steps were made only in the end of November 2008. Those 
steps have been already belated. Government’s anti-crisis program was ready only in the 
beginning of 2009. 

The next point which was presented by “tandem” concerning the financial crisis was 
a statement that crisis was not a problem but a chance for Russia to became a global eco-
nomic player and one of the global financial centers. According to the informal division of 
powers in Russia, the promotion to the international community of the idea of powerful 
Russia (despite of the crisis) was laid on Medvedev. According to him “world financial 

14 “Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, November 5, 2008, http://archive.kremlin.ru/
eng/speeches/2008/11/05/2144_type70029type82917type127286_208836.shtml 
15 “Interview granted by Prime Minister Vladimir Putin to the French newspaper Le Figaro”, September 13, 
2008. http://premier.gov.ru/eng/events/news/1903/ 
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crisis gives new opportunities for Russia” and „international financial centre in Russia can 
be a major financial platform and compete on global financial markets”16. Medvedev was 
trying to convince international community that Russia had to play a key role in the proc-
ess of formation of new economic order: “We will form modern and independent financial 
system which will be able to resist outside challenges”, he said in November 2008 and 
that Russia with foreign partners “will make everything in order that the world became 
fair and safe. And it will be fair and safe, because Russia is a powerful state both in politics 
and economy”17. Reaction of the Russian authorities to expanding crisis was consecutive. 
Criticism of the American policy and financial structure which has developed under lead-
ership of the USA was aggressive. In June 2008 during the St. Petersburg economic forum 
Medvedev has started talking about “growing economic egoism”. “Errors in policy of some 
states and furthermore national egoism affected global economy. Financial crisis, a rise in 
prices for natural resources and the foodstuffs, and also a number of global accidents make 
it clear that system of global institutions does not satisfy global challenges. Disparity of the 
role of USA in world financial structure is one of the main reasons of world financial cri-
sis”, – he stated. Thus he underlined that Russia is ready to correct a situation. In July 2008 
Medvedev said that existing „system cannot be focused on just one country and one cur-
rency. It should be built on a balance of the major economies, on their sustainable growth 
and the principle of several reserve currencies”18. He put into attention that the interna-
tional community needs “new architecture of financial relations, new institutional system, 
which will regulate financial processes”19. Thereby Medvedev has called the progressive 
countries to form “new international financial system” where one of the key roles will 
belong to Russia. According to Putin “financial problems have begun in the USA, where 
authorities could not resolve it. We can only state with regrets that this infection has been 
thrown on the European system”20. “Inability to take adequate decisions – it is irresponsi-
bility of the whole system, but not of the particular persons. This system is not able to take 
adequate anti-crisis decisions”, Putin addressed his reclamation in October 2008. Position 
of Russia “national leader” was clear: invalid financial system with the dominant role of the 
USA was the main reason of crisis; in Russia was no crisis because of the measures of Rus-
sian Government of crisis non-admission; Russia should be the centre of new “post-crisis” 
economic world. “In our opinion, the crisis was brought about by a combination of several 
factors. The existing financial system has failed. Insufficient regulation has contributed to 

16 “Interview with Russian Television Channels”, December 24, 2008, http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/ 
2008/12/24/1916_type82916_210970.shtml 
17 “Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, November 5, 2008, http://archive.kremlin.ru/
eng/speeches/2008/11/05/2144_type70029type82917type127286_208836.shtml 
18 “Interview with journalists from the G8 countries”, July 3, 2008, http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/
speeches/2008/ 07/03/1850_type82916_203509.shtml 
19 “Interview with Japanese Media”, July 3, 2008, http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2008/07/03/1900_
type 82916_203527.shtml 
20 “Prime Minister Vladimir Putin held a meeting on the concept of Russia’s long-term social and economic 
development until 2020”, September 29, 2008, http://premier.gov.ru/eng/events/news/2015/ 
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the crisis, with failures to duly heed tremendous risks. Add to this the colossal dispropor-
tions that have accumulated over the last few years – primarily, disproportions between the 
scale of financial operations and the fundamental value of assets, as well as those between 
the increased burden on international loans and the sources of their collateral. The entire 
economic growth system, where one regional centre prints money without respite and lim-
its and consumes material wealth, while another regional centre manufactures inexpensive 
goods and saves money printed by other governments, has suffered a major setback. We 
must not revert to isolationism and unrestrained economic egotism”21, Putin underlined in 
the beginning of 2009 at the opening ceremony of the World Economic Forum. But those 
statements weren’t supported be the actual situation with Russian economy, deepest crisis 
of banking system, building  sector and labour market during 2009–2010. As a result the 
consequences of the global crisis in Russia are not overcome yet despite of the “tandem” 
statements. 

According to Putin during the fight with crisis each step was adjusted and readjusted to 
real life conditions and the current economic situation before the next step was taken. The 
end of financial crisis in Russia was proclaimed by Putin only in the beginning of 2011. He 
emphasized the progress of Government in the fight with crisis. “On the whole, I believe 
we chose the right strategy during the recession and the post-crisis period. According to 
estimates, Russia’s GDP increased 3.8% in 2010 while industrial output grew 8.3%. <…> 
However, we did not allow the downturn to destroy our economy and social services. There 
were no mass bankruptcies of our financial institutions, as was the case in 1998, and no 
mass bankruptcies of manufacturing companies. We helped people retain money in their 
bank accounts <…> fought rampant unemployment with success. We did everything for 
this country not to return to humiliating months-long wage, pension and military pay ar-
rears that we had seen on a mass scale in the past”22. 

Thereby Russian authorities, i.e. political “tandem” Medvedev – Putin in the begin-
ning of the crisis in Russia have chosen the common strategy of denial the crisis in Russia. 
During the 2008 they were trying to convince the population of the country and interna-
tional community that measures of crisis non-admission in Russia are the most progres-
sive and effective. Anti-crisis program adopted in the beginning of 2009 was belated and 
problems in most economic sectors showed the weakness of Russian economic system, its 
extra-dependence on raw materials and impossibility of Russia become a financial centre 
in post-crisis order. 

21 “Prime Minister Vladimir Putin’s speech at the opening ceremony of the World Economic Forum”, January 
28, 2009, http://premier.gov.ru/eng/visits/world/6095/events/3221/
22 “Prime Minister Vladimir Putin addresses the 7th Congress of the Federation of Independent Trade Unions 
of Russia (FNPR)”, January 12, 2011, http://premier.gov.ru/eng/events/news/13844/
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Alexander Radishchev (1749–1802) is a unique figure in the history of Russian 
political thought. He can be numbered among the most integrated personalities 
of the eighteenth-century Europe, considering the consistency with which he de-

fended the bold views expressed in his most famous piece of literary work A Journey from 
St. Petersburg to Moscow (Puteshevstve iz Peterburga v Moskvu). 

Being Radishchev’s political and social manifesto, A Journey is an eloquently written 
anthem of freedom. As Allen McConnel puts it, honour is due to Radishchev “as the first 
Russian to risk his civil service career, his fortune, his family’s well-being and his life itself 
to publish a resounding denunciation of serfdom and arbitrary government”.1 His voice 
for radical social reforms could not be received with understanding in Russia of Catherine 
II; still, there is no doubt that Radishchev’s readiness “to blaze a trail where there was no 
trace”2 has shaped the way of thinking of thousands of Russian dissidents since the end of 
the eighteenth century until now. 

Radishchev’s hatred of serfdom and autocracy (samoderzhavstvo) led him to tak-
ing a special interest at Western political thought. Thanks to his five years’ study in Leipzig, 
he was familiar with the writings of the most important German, French and English 
thinkers. Among the ones he admired most was John Milton, the author of Areopagitica 
(1644), which is regarded as the first tract in defense of free speech. The question of degree 
to which Radishchev was influenced by Milton’s idea of freedom of expression is a subject 
worth-exploring in greater depth. 

Like the author of Areopagitica, Radishchev ascribes much importance to freedom of 
speech. In his judgment, a free flow of information and opinions is a precondition for 
seeking truth in public life. Censorship cannot be reconciled with human dignity. Unlike 
his contemporary, Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), who was also an advocate of 

1 Allen McConnell, “Radishchev’s Political Thought”, in The American Slavic and East European Review, no. 17 
(1958): 439; http://links.jstor.org/journals/10497544.html. 
2 Ibid. 
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free speech3, Radishchev claimed that the right to speak freely should also mean tolerance 
for denying the existence of God.4 But he was not a supporter of unrestrained freedom of 
expression. Like Milton, Radishchev combated prior restraint only, i. e. censorship before 
publication; he was, however, in favour of punishing authors of libelous texts after their 
publication. Nevertheless, according to the Russian writer, it is incumbent on courts (and 
not on the executive authorities) to establish legal standards in this field.5 

Freedom of speech is not the central issue in A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow. 
In this book, which is still regarded as the best example of Russian early radicalism, Rad-
ishchev was especially critical of serfdom and limits to personal freedom in the empire gov-
erned by Catherine the Great. His depiction of socio-economic conditions in Russia was 
devoted mainly to the situation of peasants. Their enslavement and extreme poverty made 
Radishchev question the legitimacy of the Russian authorities. According to the author of 
A Journey, men submit to governmental authority of their own accord in order to improve 
the quality of their personal lives; if the government does not provide that advantage, then 
citizens have the right to express their discontent with the conduct of the people in power. 
Radishchev puts it as follows: 

“Every man is born into the world equal to all others. All have the same bodily parts, 
all have reason and will. Consequently, apart from his relation to society, man is a being 
that depends on no one in his actions. But he puts limits to his own freedom of action, he 
agrees not to follow only his own will in everything, he subjects himself to the commands 
of his equals: In a word, he becomes a citizen. For what reason does he control his pas-
sions? Why does he set up a governing authority over himself? Why, though free to seek 
fulfillment of his will, does he confine himself within the bounds of obedience? For his 
own advantage, reason will say; for his own advantage, inner feeling will say; for his own 
advantage, wise legislation will say. Consequently, whenever being a citizen is not to his 
advantage, he is not a citizen. Consequently, whoever seeks to rob him of the advantages 
of citizenship is his enemy. Against his enemy he seeks protection and satisfaction in the 
law. If the law is unable or unwilling to protect him, or if its power cannot furnish him 
immediate aid in the face of clear and present danger, then the citizen has recourse to the 
natural law of self-defense, self-preservation, and well-being.”6 

3 He voiced his ideas concerning this subject in the tract Vom Einfluss der Regierung auf die Wissenschaft und der 
Wissenschaft auf die Regierung (1780). It is worth noting, however, that Herder was in favour of strictly limited 
freedom of expression. According to him, national interests and public order are the most important premises 
for curbing a free flow of information and views. 
4 A. Radishchev, Puteshevstve iz Peterburga v Moskvu (Moskva: Moskva Izdatelstvo, AST 2000), 134.
5 Ibid., 133. 
6 Alexander Radishchev’s impassioned plea for reform (reprinted by permission of the publisher from Aleksandr Radis-
chev’s A JOURNEY FROM ST. PETERSBURG TO MOSCOW. Translated by Leo Wiener and edited by Roder-
ick Page Thaler (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1958), http://americanradioworks.publicradio.
org/features/russia/excerpts.html#2. 
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The author of A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow condemns arrogant and  incompetent 
state bureaucrats and attacks un unfair system of justice. Radishchev does not hide his com-
passion for the peasantry, who worked the fields as serfs for the landed gentry. The following 
description of a peasant’s home in A Journey depicts the penury of the Russian country folk: 

“The upper half of the four walls, and the whole ceiling, were covered with soot. The 
floor was full of cracks and covered with dirt at least two inches thick; the oven without 
a smoke-stack, but their best protection against the cold; and smoke filling the hut every 
morning, winter and summer; window holes over which were stretched bladders which ad-
mitted a dim light at noon time; two or three pots (happy the hut if one of them each day 
contains some watery cabbage soup!). Here one justly looks for the source of the country’s 
wealth, power, and might. But here are also seen the weakness, inadequacy, and abuse of 
the laws: their harsh side, so to speak. Here may be seen the greed of the gentry, our rapa-
ciousness and tyranny; and the helplessness of the poor.”7

According to Radishchev, the misery and woes of the peasantry have much in common 
with the tone of Russian folk songs. It is soft and melancholy, thus depicting the strains of 
the Russian character: 

“He who knows the melodies of Russian folk songs must admit that there is something 
in them which suggests spiritual sorrow. Nearly all the tunes of such songs are soft and 
melancholy. We have learned how to establish governmental rule in accord with this musi-
cal inclination of the people. In these songs you may discover the very soul of our people. 
Look at a Russian: you will find him pensive. If he wishes to purge his melancholy, or, as 
he would say, to have a good time, he goes to the tavern. In his pleasures he is impulsive, 
daring, quarrelsome...”8

Radishchev’s compassion for the peasants contrasts with his disparagement of the 
wealthy. He passionately criticizes their low morale and corruption. The below quoted story 
of a  Russian official, whose actions were motivated by the desire to eat oysters, serves in 
A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow as a metaphor for corruption and self-centered ac-
cumulation of wealth: 

“As soon as he began to climb up the ladder of ranks, the number of oysters at his table 
began to increase. And when he became Viceroy and had a lot of his own money and gov-
ernment funds at his disposal, he craved oysters like a pregnant woman. Asleep or awake, 
he thought only of eating oysters. While they were in season nobody had any rest. All his 
subordinates became martyrs. No matter what happened, he had to have oysters. He would 
send an order to the office to furnish him a courier at once, to dispatch with important 
reports to Petersburg. Everybody knew that the courier was sent to fetch oysters, but he had 
his traveling expenses granted anyhow.”9

7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   245 2011-11-25   12:51:42



246 WEEReview i/2011

Wiesław Wacławczyk

Taken as a whole, A Journey is a cry for the Enlightenment values in Russia, namely 
for responsible government, social justice, the rule of law, and the freedom of speech. The 
last-mentioned was to Radishchev not only a value in itself but also a means of the fight 
for other ideals he held dear. The Russian writer obviously regarded freedom of expression 
as a tool of attack on pathologies of social life. In the book under discussion, his targets in-
clude serfdom, bureaucracy, the Church; Radishchev also criticizes such practices as forced 
marriages or military recruitment. 

As a text, A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow consists of pieces assigned to various 
towns and places between the two cities named in the title of the book. The place associ-
ated with the issue of free speech is Torzhok. Here, at the post station, the narrator meets 
a man who is on his way to Petersburg to present a petition concerning his request for 
permission to set up a free printing press in this city. By letting the man to speak out his 
mind, Radishchev expresses his own views on censorship: 

“Censorship has become the nursemaid of reason, wit, imagination, of everything 
great and enlightened. But where there are nurses, there are babies and apron strings.... 
Where there are guardians, there are minors and immature minds unable to take care of 
themselves. If there are always to be nurses and guardians, then the child will walk with 
apron strings for a long time and will grow up to be a cripple.”10

Pursuant to Radishchev’s views, censorship is an instrument of both physical and spir-
itual enslavement of men. The practice of licensing books and all other sorts of writings 
makes the nation apathetic, passive and infantile; it enables the state authorities to sub-
ordinate all members of the public to the egoistic goals of the rulers and their adherents. 
Without the right to speak freely, every member of the public is but a serf, not a citizen. 
People deprived of the right to freedom of expression and access to information are more 
than likely to be ignorant, uncouth, and unlearned. Such people are sentenced to being 
totally dependent on those in power. 

Expanding on the consequences of the lack of freedom of speech, Radishchev refers to 
Johann G. Herder’s views expressed in his Vom Einfluss der Regierung auf die Wissenschaft 
und der Wissenschaft auf die Regierung (1780): 

“The best means of promoting good are noninterference, permission to work for 
a good cause, and freedom of thought. Any inquisition is harmful to the realm of learn-
ing. It makes the air stifling and smothers the breath. A book that has to pass through ten 
censorships before it sees the light of day is no book, but a creature of the Holy Inquisition, 
very often a mutilated unfortunate, beaten with rods, gagged, and always a slave. In the 
province of truth, in the kingdom of thought and spirit, no earthly power can or should 
pass judgment. The government cannot do it, much less its hooded censor. In the truth he 
is not a disinterested judge, but an interested party like the author.... All improvement can 

10 Alexandr Radishchev, excerpts from A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow, http://euphrates.wpunj.edu/
courses/hist330-60/Supplementary%20Material/HTML/Radishchev.html. 
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take place only through enlightenment. Neither hand nor foot can move without head and 
brain.... The better grounded a state is in its principles, the better ordered and the brighter 
and stronger in itself, the less danger it incurs of being moved and swayed by the winds 
of shifting opinion, by any satire of an overwrought writer. All the more readily, then, it 
will grant freedom of thought and (with some allowance for its situation and condition) 
freedom of writing, through which truth will ultimately be victorious. Only tyrants are 
suspicious, only secret evildoers fearful. An open-hearted man, who does good and is firm 
in his principles, lets anything be said about himself. He walks in the light of day and turns 
to his own advantage even the worst lies of his enemies…. All monopolies of thought are 
harmful.... The ruler of a state must be almost without any favorite opinion of his own in 
order that he may be able to embrace, tolerate, refine, and direct toward the general welfare 
the opinions of everyone in state. Hence great rulers are so rare.”11

Radishchev fails, however, to notice that Herder was in favour of strictly limited free-
dom of speech. The German thinker did not vindicate any ideas that could threaten the 
existence of the state, because according to him, to found a state meant more than to write 
a poem, just as to establish a republic weighed more than to write a comedy.12 In Vom Ein-
fluss der Regierung auf die Wissenschaft und der Wissenschaft auf die Regierung, Herder hailed 
the idea of a strong state, and for the sake of such a state he was ready to curb personal 
freedoms of its citizens. For example, he was convinced the state authorities mustn’t toler-
ate blasphemy; also a lack of common sense in someone’s action as well as a lack of honesty, 
or virtues among the state’s residents should be subject to punishment.13 Although Herder 
was not very specific about the way the authorities should cope with all these phenomena, 
there is little doubt he would be in favour of tough measures against dissidents. 

Radishchev did not try to fight blasphemy. He was not apprehensive of the implica-
tions of denying the existence of God. Here is his view on the subject: 

“The usual rules of the censorship are: to strike out, blot out, prohibit, tear, burn 
everything that is opposed to natural religion and Revelation; everything in opposition to 
the government; every personal reflection; everything contrary to public morality, order, 
and peace. Let us examine this more closely. When a fool in his raving says, not only in his 
heart, but with a loud voice, “There is no God”, there is heard upon the lips of all the fools 
a loud and fleeting echo, “There is no God, there is no God.” But what of it? The echo is 
a sound that strikes the air, sets it vibrating, and disappears. It seldom leaves a mark upon 
the mind, and then only a faint one, and never any trace upon the heart. God will always 
be God, perceived even by those who do not believe in Him. But if you think that the 
Supreme Being will be offended by blasphemy, can an official of the Department of Public 
Morals be His chosen attorney? The Almighty will not give a power of attorney to one who 

11 Ibid. 
12 Johann Gottfried Herder, O wpływie rządów na nauki i nauk na rządy (Vom Einfluss der Regierung auf die Wis-
senschaft und der Wissenschaft auf die Regierung), in J. G. Herder, Wybór pism, 377 (Wrocław: Zakład Narodowy 
im. Ossolińskich, 1987). 
13 Ibid., 399. 
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shakes a rattle or sounds the alarm bell. The hurler of thunder and lightning, Whom all the 
elements obey, the agitator of hearts beyond the limits of the universe, will disdain to be 
avenged even by the king himself (who imagines himself to be His vicegerent upon earth). 
Who can be the judge in an offense against the Eternal Father? The real offender against 
God is the person who imagines that he can sit in judgment on an offense against Him. 
It is he who will be answerable-- before Him.”14

Radishchev stresses out that by punishing men for denying the existence of God, the 
authorities express nothing but their uncertainty and fear of criticism: 

“But in prohibiting freedom of the press, timid governments are not afraid of blas-
phemy, but of criticism of themselves. He who in moments of madness does not spare 
God, will not in moments of lucidity and reason spare unjust power. He who does not fear 
the thunders of the Almighty laughs at the gallows. Hence freedom of thought is terrifying 
to governments. The freethinker who has been stirred to his depths will stretch forth his 
audacious but mighty and fearless arm against the idol of power, will tear off its mask and 
veil, and lay bare its true character. Everyone will see its feet of clay; everyone will withdraw 
the support which he had given it; power will return to its source; the idol will fall.”15

In the above-quoted excerpt, Radishchev clearly suggests that freedom of speech is 
a natural tool for controlling the government. As long as men may have their say, they can 
keep the authorities in check, at least to some extent. It seems that Radishchev thought high 
of the rule of check and balance and of the rule of law – but did he believe these principles 
could be implanted in Catherine the Great’s mind and made law in the Russian Empire? 

To say plainly “yes”, would be tantamount to considering Radishchev a credulous, or 
a sentimental man. The latter term has obviously something in common with A Journey 
from St. Petersburg to Moscow as a piece of literature, since at least occasionally its author 
“slips into a maudlin Romanticism”.16 Being modeled in form on Laurence Sterne’s Senti-
mental Journey17, Radishchev’s book combines “sentimentalism with social observation”18. 
A mawkish tone is present here already on the first pages, with the afore-quoted excerpt 
referring to Russian national music as an example. 

Nevertheless, it would be simplification to regard Radishchev as an incurable senti-
mentalist, who lost contact with reality. Being aware of the political and social conditions 
in the eighteenth-century Russia, he tried to avoid a moralistic mode when advocating 

14 Radishchev, excerpts from A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow. 
15 Alexander Radishchev, A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow (excerpts), http://www.geocities.com/
quotequeen81/essays/radishchev.html. 
16 Michael Brooks, historymike: Book Review: A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow, http://historymike.
blogspot.com/2007/07/book-review-journey-from-st-petersburg.html.
17 Radishchev Aleksandr, Nikolayevich, The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001-07, http://www.bar-
tleby.com/65/ra/Radishch.html. 
18 Grzegorz Gazda and Słowinia Tynecka-Makowska, eds., Słownik rodzajów i gatunków literackich (Kraków: 
Towarzystwo Autorów i Wydawców Prac Naukowych UNIVERSITAS, 2006), 541. 

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   248 2011-11-25   12:51:42



WEEReview i/2011 249

A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow

for freedom of expression. Instead, he took another strain by trying to point out that free 
speech should be allowed for practical reasons: 

“Let anyone print anything that enters his head. If anyone finds himself insulted in 
print, let him get his redress at law. I am not speaking in jest. Words are not always deeds, 
thoughts are not always crimes. These are the rules in the Instruction for a New Code of Laws. 
But an offense in words or in print is always an offense. Under the law no one is allowed to li-
bel another, and everyone has the right to bring suit. But if one tells the truth about another, 
that cannot, according to the law, be considered a libel. What harm can there be if books are 
printed without a police stamp? Not only will there be no harm; there will be an advantage, 
an advantage from the first to the last, from the least to the greatest, from the Tsar to the last 
citizen ... The dissenters from the revealed religion have so far done more harm in Russia than 
those who do not acknowledge the existence of God, the atheists. There are not many of the 
latter among us, because few among us are concerned about metaphysics. The atheist errs in 
metaphysics; the dissenter in crossing himself with only two fingers. Dissenters or raskol’niki 
is our name for all those Russians who in any manner depart from the common doctrine of 
the Greek Church. There are many of them in Russia; hence they are allowed to hold divine 
services. But why should not every aberration be permitted to be out in the open? The more 
open it is, the quicker it will break down. Persecutions have only made martyrs; cruelty has 
been the support of the Christian religion itself. The consequences of schisms are sometimes 
harmful. Prohibit them. They are propagated by example. Destroy the example. A printed 
book will not cause a raskol’nik to throw himself into the fire, but a moving example will. To 
prohibit foolishness is to encourage it. Give it free rein; everyone will see what is foolish and 
what is wise. What is prohibited is coveted. We are all Eve’s children.”19

One may claim, however, that also this kind of reasoning is flawed with lofty idealism. 
Is seems doubtful, for example, that by giving free rein to their foolishness and passions, 
men can always discover eventually the way to wisdom and self-restraint. At the heart 
of this assumption lies the belief in people’s ability to behave in a rational way and self-
manage their life. Radishchev seems to be very enthusiastic about people’s capability of 
distinguishing between real values and false ones when he writes as follows: “Leave what is 
stupid to the judgment of public opinion; stupidity will find a thousand censors. The most 
vigilant police cannot check worthless ideas as well as a disgusted public. They will be heard 
just once; then they will die, never to rise again.”20 

Like John Milton in his famous Areopagitica (1644), Radishchev states in A Journey 
from St. Petersburg to Moscow that free speech is a necessary premise of the search for truth. 
And just like Milton, he regards censorship as a deadly enemy to the pursuit of truth, when 
he quotes the afore-mentioned words by Herder: “In the province of truth, in the kingdom 
of thought and spirit, no earthly power can or should pass judgment. The government 
 cannot do it, much less its hooded censor. In the truth he is not a disinterested judge, but 
an interested party like the author....“ 
19 “Radishchev Aleksandr, Nikolayevich”. 
20 Ibid. 

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   249 2011-11-25   12:51:42



250 WEEReview i/2011

Wiesław Wacławczyk

As already mentioned, Radishchev was against prior restraint, which is a particularly 
oppressive form of censorship, since it prevents the restricted material from being heard or 
distributed at all. The author of A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow did not accept such 
a kind of limitation under any circumstances whatsoever. Nevertheless, he approved of 
the idea of holding the authors of slanderous and libellous texts accountable in court. 
Thus, as was also mentioned earlier, Radishchev was not in favour of absolute freedom of 
expression, because “under the law no one is allowed to libel another, and everyone has the 
right to bring suit”.

There is no doubt that the Russian writer regarded freedom of expression as the value 
per se. However, he also appreciated it for practical reasons, as a means of advocacy for 
other ideals, such as social justice or the rule of law. Thus, freedom of speech becomes in 
Radishchev’s thought concurrently an important civil right and the indispensable prem-
ise for protecting other individual rights, e. g. the right to personal freedom, the right to 
freedom from torture and other forms of cruel and degrading treatment, the right to fair 
trial… A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow is an example of literary work that at the 
end of the eighteenth century could be regarded both as a word and deed. It could be con-
sidered a deed because it was a challenge to the Empress Catherine the Great. In fact, the 
book was interpreted as such a kind of message by the Empress herself, when she described 
Radishchev as “a rebel worse than Pugachev”.21 Catherine the Great immediately issued 
orders for A Journey to be confiscated from sale, the whole edition destroyed, and the au-
thor sent to St. Peter and St. Paul Fortress. The death sentence on the author of the book 
was later commuted to an exile in Siberia. In 1796, after the death of Catherine the Great, 
her successor Pavel I let Radishchev come back from his exile. But only during the reign of 
the next czar, Alexander I, the writer was restored in civil rights and only then he could see 
St. Petersburg again. In 1802, Radishchev committed suicide. 

A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow has become subject to criticism. Two diametri-
cally different opinions on the subject were voiced by Alexander Pushkin (1799–1837) 
and Alexander Herzen (1812–1870). The former is said to have exclaimed after reading 
Radishchev’s book: “The ignorant contempt of all that has passed and a blind bias for 
the new – that’s what we can see in Radishchev”.22 The latter was not only impressed by 
A Journey; he also published it at his printing shop in London. After the October Revolu-
tion in 1917, Radishchev was acknowledged as “the first revolutionary writer in Russian 
literature”, while A Journey “stopped being a literary artifact and became a required work 
on all school programs”.23 

21 A. A. Grachev and A. S. Kunitsyn, eds., Prava cheloveka i pravovaya mysl Rossii (XVIII-nachalo XX v.). Anto-Anto-
logia (Kursk: Izdatelstvo ROSI, 2001), 6. 
22 Lyubov Kuznetsova, “Philosopher, Writer, Rebel. Marking the 250th Birth Anniversary of Alexander Radish-
chev” (Russian Culture Navigator), http://www.vor.ru/culture/cultarch83_eng.html. 
23 Ibid. 
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Radishchev may be regarded as the most consistent and radical of Russian thinkers who 
were especially devoted to the ideals of the Enlightenment era.24 He can also be described 
as a fearless truth-seeker, someone who was always ready to disclose the authorities’ wrong-
doing without regard to the danger he exposed himself to by taking up such an action. In 
A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow, Radishchev speaks out his mind out of the sense of 
duty, acting on the imperative to describe the horrors of serfdom. He ventures a dramatic 
question: “Does a country have a future with two thirds of its population being slaves?”25 

As a fearless speaker, Radishchev has gained respect and recognition both in Russia and 
abroad. Today, he may be ranked among the best representatives of those European thinkers 
and writers who were able to prove the world that they really practiced what they preached. 
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Introduction: Cultural Boundaries 

Due to the dissolution of the Soviet Union in December 1991, technically 287 mil-
lion people were in search of a new national identity. Many former Soviet citizens 
began the process of reconstructing national identities based on their primordial 

roots. The non-rational or primordial approach to understanding a group’s ethnic or national 
identity, proposes that ethnicity and/ or national identity is ascribed at birth. This theoretical 
tradition claims that from the earliest tribal groups to modern national states, people have 
relied on cultural cues or markers to categorize other people. Cultural badges are visible 
markings such as facial, skin and body types, language, names, religious customs and cultural 
costumes which are overt signs that are shaped not only by the social environment of the 
group but the geographical one as well.1 Our ancestors relied on visual cues to identify and 
categorize the in-group and the out-group. In a modern pluralistic society which is culturally 
diverse, differences in religion, skills, and artistic expression are not regarded as ethnic differ-
ences in themselves, but when they understood to be shared markers of descent, then these 
cultural differences are used to define the ‘cultural stuff’ of the ethnic group.

Studying the differences in the ‘cultural stuff’ of ethnic and national groups helps us 
to understand how a group’s identity is outwardly manifested in a variety of customs, lan-
guages, and cultures. The sense of belonging that one may have to an ethnic or national 
group is a feeling that is both an internally constructed act, as well as one that is constructed 
by external forces such as other powerful groups or institutions. The cultural attributes of an 
ethnic group are not static but dynamic. The cultural boundary which encloses the group is 

1 Harold Isaacs writes that “... all the features attached or attributed to people because they are (or once were) 
mountain people, or plains people, or desert people ... in all their infinitely varied ways, are part of the cultural 
stuff of which basic group identity is made”. Harold Isaacs,”Basic Group Identity: The Idols of the Tribe,” in 
Ethnicity: Theory and Experience, eds. Nathan Glazer and Daniel P. Moynihan, 21 (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1975).
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where identities are negotiated.2 Looking out of the group from the inside, is not the same 
action as looking into the group from the outside. Fredrik Barth’s cultural boundary propo-
sition shifted the emphasis in the 1970s from ethnic or national identity theories describing 
the ‘cultural stuff’ of a group, to an ongoing debate about cultural boundary maintenance, 
which comparatively defines an ethnic or national group in terms of the in-group and the 
out-group or the ‘others’. Depending on where the ethnic or national group is situated 
in relation to other group(s) in a given society, the members may seek to either maintain 
a positive image or to improve upon a less positive one, especially if they are a subordinate 
minority in a larger society. Identity politics become even more complicated as Paul Jones 
and Michal Krzyzanowski point out, when individuals or groups of people have a sense of 
belonging to the collective ‘other’ while they remain outside of the actual group.3 

Ascriptive qualities which differentiate the in-group from the out-group, often generate 
conflict. Through the use of symbolic power that is manifested in a discussion about the 
inferior traits or characteristics that are shared by the ethnic or national groups in question, 
social and political leaders systematically deny scare resources or access to power to national 
groups designated as the ‘others’. The conflict that arises between the in-group and the out-
group are often the result of multilayered social problems which are due to the deeper proc-
esses of industrialization and modernity.4 Dominant groups tend to essentialise the culture 
of minority groups, and this can, in turn lead to identity skepticism where critics of primor-
dialism argue that the same traits that distinguish the out group in a positive manner may be 
reversed and used against them.5 Modernists or rational choice theorists suggest that social 
issues which are the result of social inequality are interwoven into the political, economic 
and social fiber of a society’s institutions, and they are more likely to create and sustain con-
flict between national groups than primordial differences would on their own. Subsequently, 
whether one is from a subordinate or a super-ordinate sector of society, all strata of society 
may be rationally motivated by their leaders (or their followers) to exploit their national or 
ethnic identity and to use its cultural or religious symbols as a tool of negotiation. 

Symbolize to Mobilize 

Nicholas Riasanovky suggests that: “… in the post-Soviet period, Russian nationalism 
and patriotism profited greatly from the collapse of the Soviet Union.”6 Thus in the 1990s 
2 Fredrik Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture Difference, (Long Grove: 
Waveland Press Inc, 1969), 14.
3 Paul Jones, and Michal Krzyzanowski, “Identity, Belonging and Migration: Beyond Constructing ‘Others,” 
in Identity, Belonging and Migration, eds. Gerard Delanty, Ruth Wodak and Paul Jones, 44–45 (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2008).
4 Nairn, Tom, Faces of Nationalism: Janus Revisited (London: Verso Press, 1997), 65.
5 Eisenberg, Avigail, Reasons of Identity: A Normative Guide to Political and Legal Assessment of Identity Claims 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 58–61.
6 Riasanovsky, Nicholas V. Russian Identities: A Historical Survey (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 232.
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Russians began to socially construct the boundary of the nation by vigorously distinguishing 
between the in-group and out-group. Due to the overlapping boundaries between Russian 
and  Western values, Daniel Bell’s ephemeral question ‘with whom do we act?’, must be 
supplemented with a second question, ‘with whom do we act against?’7 To answer this ques-
tion, political and cultural leaders from the Russian intelligentsia were called upon to instill 
an historical self-consciousness upon the masses, by manipulating and practicing selective 
historiography.  Russian Nationalists seek to preserve the concept of the Nation by: 1) con-
structing and attributing positive social attributes to Russian, 2) reinforcing the claim that 
the Russian nation is an  ethical community, and 3) establishing and reinforcing the political 
and territorial boundaries of the group.8 

In an effort to distinguish themselves from their European neighbors the concept of 
Russia constituting ‘Eurasian elements’ or being a bridge between European and Asian 
cultures has received a great deal of attention from the Russian intelligentsia not only in 
the post-Soviet period but in earlier epochs as well.9 Whether Russian nationalists empha-
size the Eurasian thesis or they follow a different path, the Russian national identity was 
constructed and subsequently re-constructed and updated over time by elites who were 
engaged in the process of socially resurrecting ancient symbols that represented the nation. 
Ruth Wodak suggests that the social reproduction of cultural symbols by the intelligentsia 
is often carried out through the use of linguistic signs and terms. She claims that: “… the 
strategic use of many language indicators to construct in-groups and out-groups is funda-
mental to political (and discriminatory) discourses in all settings.10 Thus, the history of the 
Russian language, military heroes, cultural and artistic achievements and religious tradi-
tions become the hunting-ground for the nationalist. The Russian historian selects, creates, 
and explains an historical and evolutionary framework which is placed in a cultural context 
which gives meaning to what would otherwise would be unrelated items of interest. 

The primordial foundations of the Russian identity are the raw material from which 
a collective identity is constructed by the intelligentsia. The Russian national identity is 
dynamic and malleable and it has different inter and intra-group meanings for Russians 
on an individual and national level. William Yancey, Eugene Erickson and Richard Juliani 
describe a form of selective historiography in which the construction of a national identity 
is a process which continues to unfold. It is basically a manifestation of the way popula-
tions are organized in terms of interaction patterns, institutions, personal values, attitudes, 

7 Daniel Bell, “Ethnicity and Social Change” in Ethnicity: Theory and Experience, eds. Nathan Glazer and Dan-
iel P. Moynihan, 141–142 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975). 
8 David Miller, Citizenship and Identity, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 27.
9 Nicholas Riasanovsky explains that the Slavophiles and Nicolas Danilevsky among others, suggested that 
Eurasia is a symbiotic organic unit bordering on the Himalayans and central Europe. Nicholas Riasanovsky, 
Russian Identities: A Historical Survey (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 254. 
10 Ruth Wodak, “Us’ and “Them’: Inclusion and Exclusion: Discrimination via Discourse” in Gerard Delanty, 
Ruth Wodak and Paul Jones, Identity, Belonging and Migration, 60 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
2008).
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lifestyles and presumed consciousness of a kind.11 The national narrative of martyrdom, 
sacrifice and suffering12 has been widely accepted and symbolically reproduced in Russian 
history, thus it is a socio-cultural symbol that resonates with the Russian consciousness. 
Conversely, cultural practices that are impractical, less flexible, and dreary, are, over time, 
selectively dropped by the Russian intelligentsia, while other customs that are less time 
consuming, open for individual or group interpretation and are enjoyable, are retained.

Nationalist movements often begin as an ethnic awakening and develop into civic na-
tionalist movements in which an ethnic group or an ethnie (a term developed by Antho-
ny Smith) begin to clamor for legal-political, linguistic, cultural, economic, religious and 
territorial rights.13 The Russian nationalist movement in the post-Soviet period, does not 
fall into this pattern of an ethnic movement shifting and changing into a civic nationalist 
movement.14 Instead it represents the process of melding the primordial nature of an ethnic 
national identity which is rooted in deep historical legacies, with the rational or modern-
istic approach which is tempered by socio-economic constraints and changes. This type of 
nationalist movement which has emerged from ethnic federalisms such as the former Soviet 
Union and the former Yugoslavia, are a form of what Smith calls the ethno-symbolic approach 
to understanding nationalism.15 This theoretical framework takes into account not only the 
role that the intelligentsia play in symbolically representing the nation’s cultural accomplish-
ments and political aspirations, but it also pays special attention to the symbols which may 
be found within the deep structures of the everyday lives of the people themselves. Thus 
in Russia, the intelligentsia and the populous echo one another in a cultural dialogue that 
sustains the idea that the Russian nation is a comprehensive imagined community.16 

In Russia, the deep structures of Russian peasant heritage has, through the informal 
structures of patronage and loyalty appointments, contributed to the successful implanta-
tion of a Russian rural identity into the more formal arenas of Russian political culture. 

11 William Yancey, Eugene Erickson and Richard Juliani, “Emergent Ethnicity: A Review and Reformulation” 
American Sociological Review, 41, no. 3 ( June 1976): 391- 402.
12 Aviel Roshwald suggests that many cultures have a national narrative about suffering and sacrifice, but the 
narratives themselves do not have the power to send people flying at one another’s throats. Aviel Roshwald, The 
Endurance of Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 157.
13 Please see Anthony D. Smith, National Identity (London, UK: Harmondsworth: Penguin, 199), 8–15. 
for Smith’s definition of ethnie and his discussion about the contextualization of the primordial discourse.
14 What is unique about the Russian case is that even though the Soviet political identity was a multicultural 
one that encouraged the ‘flourishing of nations”, the Russification of the Soviet Peoples began in the 1930s. For 
a detailed account of the Russification polices of the Soviet Union, please see Gunay G. Ozdogan, Gunay G. 
“Civic Versus Ethnic Nation: Transcending the Dual Model?” in Redefining the Nation State and Citizen, eds. 
Gunay G. Ozdogan, and Gul Tokay, 37–58 (Istanbul: Eren Press, 2000). and G. Smith, ed. The Nationalities 
Question in the Soviet Union (New York: Longman, 1990). And S.K. Carter, Russian Nationalism: Yesterday, 
Today and Tomorrow, (London, Printer Publishers, 1990).
15 Anthony D. Smith, Ethno-Nationalism: A Cultural Approach (New York: Routledge, 2009). and  Anthony 
D. Smith, The Antiquity of Nations (London: Polity Press, 2004).
16 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised Ed. 
(New York: Verso Press, 1991).
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During the Soviet period, Russian rural cultural values became the focus of the highly 
romanticized writings of the derevenshchiki [village prose writers] and of the samizdat 
[self-published or underground press] intelligentsia of the Soviet era. These members of 
the Russian intelligentsia idealized the purity, piety and simplicity of the ‘lost’ culture of 
Russian Orthodox peasants. Thus, the pre-Revolutionary social and religious symbols of 
Mother Russia, Holy Russia and Messianic Russia, were common symbols that were used 
by the Russian intelligentsia in samizdat. Today these values continue to be important 
symbols in post-Soviet Russia. 

The Russian intelligentsia have drawn upon the historical and evolutionary framework 
of the Russian Orthodox Church to promote Russian Patriotism and at the same time they 
have been drawn into conflict over scarce political, social and economic resources and their 
limited access to the institutions of power in the Russian state. Astrid Tuminez describes 
Russians as euphoric at the birth of Russia as a new state in 1991, but by the year 2000 it 
was a nation resigned to pessimistic predictions about its future. In the year 2000, Tuminez 
suggested that: “Russia today is in fact a weak and humiliated state whose people have not 
completely discarded the belief that there was a ‘great’ past based on imperial power”.17 
The anguish and the angst over the loss of traditional Russian cultural and social values is 
without doubt, an important and valid concern for Russian intelligentsia during the Great 
Decade of 1991–2011. 

Threatened by the loss of their territories and international prestige as a world power, 
the intelligentsia began to define who they are as a nation and who they are not. Though 
the cultural elite sympathized with the need for reform that the leaders of the Russian 
government proposed, they were not necessarily mobilizing to actively support them. By 
appealing to the core values of both the Russian rural and Orthodox identities, the cultural 
intelligentsia had stirred the social consciousness of the collective Russian dusha [soul]. 
During the 1990s the Russian intelligentsia divided itself into what might be described as 
a looking glass nationalism, in which the values of the political and cultural intelligentsia 
were reflected in the writings, political actions and social behaviour of the ‘generalized 
other’. The leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church, and members of the political and 
cultural intelligentsia all contributed to the resurrection of ancient religious values, which 
were outwardly manifested in the ideology of Russian nationalism. 

Even though Russian national consciousness was still largely an ‘elite phenomenon’, dur-
ing the first decade of the post-Soviet period, the Russian masses also became more involved 
in the search for their national identity. Through a process which Donald Horowitz defines 
as differentiation,18 a narrowing of boundaries had occurred as the boundary between Rus-
sian Orthodox Russians and non-Orthodox Russians becomes more clearly defined. To gen-
erate interest in the subject of cultural boundary maintenance, the  intelligentsia must have 

17 Astrid Tuminez, Russian Nationalism Since 1856: Ideology and the Making of Foreign Policy (Boulder: Row-
man & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2000), 289.
18 Donald Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict (Berkley: Berkley University Press, 1985), 115. 
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access to the means of communication for this is the sufficient condition for success.19 The 
Russian media and the educational system within the nascent civil society that was devel-
oping in the 1990s, was relatively open to new ideas. There were ample opportunities for 
cultural or political issues such as the claim to territorial lands, language or religious rights 
to be discussed. During the Soviet period, the Russian ‘thick’ journals were the voice of 
the mainstream cultural intelligentsia.20 Russian intellectuals who wrote eloquent prose, 
poetry and speeches, skillfully incorporated salient features of the Russian identity into each 
journal article. In the post-Soviet period the thick journals as well as newspapers and other 
sources such as the internet, and educational publications, published the writings of the in-
telligentsia who were suffering from a Weberian disenchantment and disillusionment, with 
a post-Soviet Industrial Age. 

The search for meaning in one’s life is natural and occurs when a refined division 
of labour creates a social interdependency, over specialization of occupation, uniformity 
of purpose and anonymity among a population. People often seek a communal identity 
which is relevant to them both as an individual and as a member of a group. Though 
rational categories, such as a civic identity which includes all people as citizens of a multi-
ethnic state, are useful political constructs, they do not nurture the social self. The intel-
ligentsia recognized this need and within the framework of their Russian ancestral culture, 
history, language and religion, they generated ideas which were meaningful for Russians 
as individuals, and as a group. The greatest development that occurred especially in the 
late 1990s, was that praise for Russian literature, art and music, was deftly included in the 
intelligentsia’s discussions about the role that the Russian Orthodox religion should play in 
contemporary Russian society. Generally in the ‘thick’ journals Oktiabr (OK) and Novvy 
Mir (NM) , members of the intelligentsia limited their discussions about religious issues to 
pragmatic concerns about the environmental destruction of historical landmarks which in-
cluded for example old Russian churches and ancient monataries. Conversely, the Russian 
intelligentsia wrote stories and articles for the journal Moladaya Gvardia (MG) (which 
had been the most conservative anti-religious ‘thick’ journal during the Soviet period), 
consistently using religious symbolism to promote Russian nationalism. These symbols in-
cluded: references to Christian saints and martyrs, images of Holy Russia, the Third Rome 
and Messianic Russia 

19 Paul R. Brass, Ethnicity and Nationalism: Theory and Comparison (London: Sage Publications, 1991).
20 The ‘thick’ journals have proven to be a valuable and unique source of historical data. They have been sys-
tematically analyzed in tandem with some newspaper sources from the 1990s. I have conducted a content or 
discourse analysis of the ‘thick’ journals. l have used a systematic sampling method that considered the front 
page, the interfacing front page and the lead article of every third edition of each year of Moladaya Gvardia, 
Novvy Mir and Oktiabr’ beginning in January 1991. Thus the January(1) , April (4), July (7) and October (10) 
editions from 1991–1999 of the three journals were reviewed using a thematic coding structure. Every edition 
in 2000 was analyzed as this was the first year of the new millennium and all three of the journals had special 
issues to celebrate the new millennium.
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The Great Decade of 1991–2001

During the Great Decade 1991–2001, Russians were united in their love for Mother 
Russia but how to administer the state was an unresolved question that had divided Rus-
sians for decades. During the first few years of the post-Soviet era, the Russian intelligentsia 
did not successfully solve the question that had plagued their predecessors. In fact, the 
Russian intelligentsia were actually more fragmented than they were in the Soviet period 
when the distinction between the imperialistic Russian Chauvinism of the mainstream 
intelligentsia and the reform based Russian Patriotism of the samizdat intelligentsia was 
clear. In the early 1990s, cultural and social boundaries between the out-group and the 
in-group were blurred and values and ideas were borrowed, mixed and matched, creating 
a wonderfully diverse but a hopelessly eclectic nationalistic stew. Members of the samizdat 
intelligentsia who sought to create a democratic Christian Russian state such as Alexandr 
Solzhenitsyn and Vladimir Osiopov, had become, to a certain extent, yesterday’s heroes. 
However, on the other hand an old-style Soviet Russian nationalism was re-surfacing, es-
pecially in the Russian daily media and in the journals: Moladaya Gvardia (MG) and 
Oktiabr’ (OK). 

For Russians, the first five years of the new regime was a time for regrouping, rethink-
ing and reacting. The editors of Novvy Mir (NM) presented texts that were mildly critical 
of the former Soviet state but generally the tone of NM is an optimistic one that is full of 
promise and hope for a new democratic government that would be dedicated to preserving 
Russian culture. OK took a comparatively cautious stance avoiding any discussion about 
current politics, instead they focused on historical figures. On the one hand they criticised 
the last Tsar for his weakness and hypocrisy but on the other hand they criticised Ivan the 
Terrible for his strength and single mindedness. The authors of MG were pessimistic in 
their evaluation of the post-Soviet situation. Articles focused on calling for a return of the 
Soviets, criticising the Crimean Tatars and promoting the popular geo-political Eurasian 
theory. The authors claimed that Russia is a unique country which is comprised of a sym-
biotic combination of both western and eastern ideals, thus Russia could never successfully 
adapt a western style government and must develop a governmental system that is suitable 
for the Russian nation.

Perhaps the most striking depiction of how the editors of MG felt during this period 
of transition, was reflected in a single photograph. During the Soviet period between the 
years 1965–1979, over 75% of either the front cover or the interfacing page of all issues 
had a photograph or a print of a painting of a young attractive woman dressed in either 
a folk costume or in workers’ clothes.21 These women symbolically represented a happy, 
healthy and youthful Soviet people and their images have been seen by millions of people 

21 This positive representation of the ‘other’ diminished in the 1980s and was replaced with numerous pictures 
of Vladimir Lenin and other famous Russian men. Valerie Zawilski, Saving Russia: The Development of Nation-
alist Thought Among the Russian Intelligentsia 1965–1995, (Ph. D Thesis, University of Toronto, 1996), 365.
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over the years. In direct contrast to these young women who were representative of the 
Soviet Peoples, on the interfacing page of the November 1992 issue, there is a picture of an 
elderly peasant woman wearing a traditional mourning kerchief on her head. Her wrinkled 
and gnarled hands cover her face as she is weeping with sorrow for Russia. This picture 
conveys better than any words could, the despair and dismay that are part of the first post-
Soviet years for the de-throned mainstream intelligentsia and more conservative sectors of 
post-Soviet Russian society.

In 1993 NM continues its attack on the Soviet system focussing particularly on the 
crimes of the Stalinist era. In a literary manner NM promotes the Russian intelligentsia 
with biographical sketches of Lermantov who is described as a devote Russian Orthodox 
Christian and the son of the famous poet Anna Achmatova, Lev Gumilev, who is a well 
known anthropologist who writes extensively about the social, and environmental factors 
which have shaped the ethnic identity of Russians and other nations. OK maintains its 
neutral political position, but it does begin to criticize the former Soviet government for 
the treatment of Russian Orthodox Believers during the Soviet period. However, this is not 
a major theme as most of OK’s novels are character sketches about life in general, and its 
poetry reflects the standard Mother Russia, love of nature and World War II themes that 
were dominant during the Soviet period.22 MG continues writing aggressively criticizing 
the leaders of the post-Soviet State. Boris Yeltsin is condemned for being a mason, Mikhail 
Gorbachev is seen as an agent of the Pope bringing suffering to all the countries he visits. 
One author claims that he was responsible for the Los Angeles riots which broke out after 
he visited the United States of America. In MG in every edition, there is a constant dis-
course which focuses on asking questions such as: 1) Who is really responsible for destroy-
ing Russia? 2) Why are the former Soviet republics so ungrateful? And 3) Why is Russia 
now worse off, than any other time either before or after the Russian Revolution? 

It is in October 1994, just before Russia enters the Russian-Chechen War, that not 
just MG, but also OK, reaches a turning point and the intelligentsia who are writing for 
this journal enter into a period of disillusionment. On the one hand MG is disillusioned 
with the concept of democracy which it argues has fragmented the Russian people and 
sabotaged the traditional organically strong state that Russia once had. On the other hand 
OK expresses disgust over the material wealth and corruption of the ‘New Russians’ who 
eat caviar with a spoon. Only NM is silent on contemporary matters and it continues to 
be critical of the former Soviet state.

The following year, in 1995 there is a marked increase in the number of writings in MG 
which support Stalin who, MG claims, restored Russia to its glory after it purged Jews and 
other Internationalists from the Communist Party in 1937. During the year 1992–1993 
MG’s remarks had been generally restricted to individuals, but in every issue sampled in 
1994 and 1995, Jews had become the designated ‘others’. They were  systematically  accused 

22 Ibid: 363–367. These themes are systematically discussed in all three ‘thick’ journals throughout the Soviet 
period.
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of various crimes such as establishing Stalin’s death camps, and attempting to destroy the 
Soviet state with the aid of Americans. OK echoes the destruction of Russia theme, but in-
stead of blaming Jews, OK blames Christians for Russia’s demise as a world leader. OK sug-
gests that when Western nations introduced Christianity to Russia in the Middle Ages, it 
was a plot to undermine the Slavic peoples. It then claims that Russian Orthodoxy has 
failed to instil Christian values or a sense of morality into the Russian people, for it is a re-
ligion which is beautiful externally, but it is internally vacuous.

In 1994 NM finally breaks its political silence and in July an article describes an un-
precedented wave of theft and crime in Russia and complains that the Russian people are 
dishonest, godless and apathetic and have been over estimated by the Russian intelligent-
sia. OK basically agrees but MG does not, and suggests that the intelligentsia should listen 
to the voices of the rank and file Russian. In 1995 MG began a political campaign advising 
Russians that Russia is now a Western colony being governed by American TV programs 
and Yeltsin is a Masonic leader who is in league with various Zionist groups. MG concludes 
that Russians must now make a choice between the American gutter or Russian culture.

Thus during the first nine years of post-Soviet rule, we have seen MG recover from 
a position of despair in which they claimed Russians were second class citizens and victims 
of Western democracy, to strong anti-capitalist advocates who were promoting a return 
to an authoritarian style government and a command economy. The authors of OK are 
also disillusioned with the post-Soviet state, but they are particularly concerned about the 
corruption of the ‘New Russians’ and the lack of religiosity among the Russian people in 
general. Throughout this same time period NM authors are also disillusioned with the 
Russian people themselves and encourage Russians to strive for greater political freedom 
and social justice. 

In 1999,the idea that Russia would become a liberal and democratic State built on 
the foundations of Russian Orthodox Christian principles is, according to the Russian 
intelligentsia, yet to be realized. The political fragmentation and disappointment that is 
reflected in the writings of the thick journals is also found in interviews completed in 1995 
with 10 former-Soviet Political prisoners. Even though these men had been persecuted and 
incarcerated unjustly by Soviet authorities, they also believed like many other members 
of the intelligentsia, that at least during the Soviet period Russia had been a great world 
power and the political intelligentsia had contributed to its downfall. Thus the theme of 
‘saving Russia’ is a dominant one in the Russian national consciousness during the years 
1991–1999. In fact this theme is represented in MG in the year 1999 in a Russian folk 
tale in which the spirit of Russia, Uncle Vlas is depicted as an elderly bearded man who 
wanders from village to village and town to town peering into the faces of strangers and 
begging them to defend Russia for Russia is in grave danger and Russia must be saved but 
... by whom?
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‘Saving Russia’ in the New Millennium

Alexander Solzhenitsyn the Nobel laureate and former Russian dissident who in many 
ways personified the legendary Uncle Vlas, expressed deep despair over the future of Rus-
sia. Solzhenitsyn, who was considered by many to be Russia’s social conscience, said in an 
interview on May 13, 2000:

Our whole apparatus is rotten. Corruption has caused everything else to rot not 
one step has been made against corruption. Why? Because they’re all involved. They are 
drenched in it and there’s no way out … Russia desperately needs to be saved.23

Solzhenitsyn spoke out against the laws on privatizing agriculture, which allowed eco-
nomic magnates to divide up the country. In addition, he blamed Yeltsin for bringing 
about the demise of the Russian government and allowing powerful regional governors to 
destroy the political and social unity of the state. Solzhenitsyn advocated that the Russian 
government should act as a ‘benign dictatorship’ and that Russians should return to the 
teachings of the Russian Orthodox Church. 

 NM echoes Solzhenitsyn’s criticisms in its first issue of the new millennium in Janu-
ary 2000 which is the beginning of its 75th anniversary year. The feature literary piece 
humorously criticizes the ostentatious and garish behaviour of the New Russians, as they 
are seen through the eyes of a young man returning from studying for six years at an elite 
Swiss school.24 Just before the presidential elections took place in April 2000, an article in 
MG suggested that the Russian people are beginning to see the flaws of western liberalism 
and its competing oligarchies and they are once again embracing the communist ideals of 
the Soviet era. To support this view another article in MG, outlines the advantages and 
disadvantages of collective versus private farming and it concludes by pointing out that 
Jesus Christ was in fact, the first communist, and that Communism and Christianity are 
morally compatible.25 Conversely, in another issue of MG the Communist Party of Russia 
is accused by a high ranking Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) official, of destroying the 
foundations of the Church during the Soviet period and for hiding behind the church in 
the last decade and fostering anti-Semitism among its followers.26

The theme of Christianity is a dominate one in MG in the year 2000. Every issue in 
the year 2000 has a religious portrait on its cover page, beginning with the birth of Christ 
on the first issue of 2000, and the Madonna and Child on the interfacing page. In Russia 
in the year 2000, 120 million people were nominal members of the Russian Orthodox 
Church (ROC), 85% of all Believers celebrated major religious festivals, and the Church’s 
approval rating was high at 60% of the population expressing trust in the ROC as a  social 

23 Andrew Kramer, “Solzhenitsyn Says Russia Needs to be Saved” Moscow Associated Press, May 16th, 2000.
24 NM, 2000: 1–2.
25 MG, 2000: 4.
26 MG, 2000:3.
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institution.27 Even though the Patriarch had not agreed to re-establish the ROC as the state 
faith, nor would he permit the creation of an ecclesiastical party, there was not a complete 
separation of the state and ROC as there is in many other democratic countries. The ROC 
and the state were engaged in joint ventures such as: Patriarch Alexy II presided over the 
formal resignation of Boris Yeltsin as President, on December 31, 1999 and the May 7, 
2000 inauguration of President Vladimir Putin. These political activities are highly sym-
bolic and they reinforced the understanding that the Russian national identity is based on 
Russian Orthodox values and traditions.

Even though the ROC has taken an apolitical stance in that “... the Church does not 
... order her flock to support this party or that party”28 its ideology has been used by both 
the political and cultural intelligentsia to strengthen the Russian national identity. For 
example: an article in MG urged Russians not to imitate the practices of the West, but to 
follow a natural spiritual road, that is in opposition to the soullessness of American culture 
and capitalistic politics of the stomach.29 Angela Charlton proposes that: “The Church’s 
pro-Russian message was welcome at a time when Russian nationalist sentiment was rising, 
driven by the Chechen war and souring relations with the West.”30 Valery Kichin claims 
that: “Orthodoxy is unconditionally recognized as indisputable, and the concept is more 
and more identified with the concept of being “Russian”.31 In the year 2000 literary works 
that feature Russian Orthodox religious themes begin to systematically appear in almost 
every issue of OK and NM. Examples include: a poem about the cult of the Virgin Mary, 
passages from the Bible which are woven into literary prose, and stories about the history of 
the cultural and artistic images of Holy Mother Russia.32 The symbol of Mother Russia has 
particularly profound implications for the Russian National identity. The late Metropoli-
tan Ioann of St. Petersburg summarized it succinctly by saying: “If Russia isn’t your mother, 
then God can’t be your father.”33 Thus, through the process of reconstructing the Russian 
identity, it was becoming clear by the end of the Great Decade who the in-group was: to 
be considered Russian, one should be a Russian Orthodox Christian. 

The ROC believes that the spiritual unity of the nation is paramount, and protecting 
the Russian population from the proselytizing effects of other Christian missionaries in 
Russia is the motivation behind Russia’s 1997 Religion Law, which demands that all ac-
tive religious organizations must be registered with the Russian government. A decree by 
President Vladimir Putin ordered all non-registered churches to be registered by the end 
of the year 2000, or they would be banned. A significant number of foreign Christian 
27 Nikolas K. Gvosdev, “The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics,” Orthodox Christian News Service Inc., 
February 14, 2000. http://www.orthodoxnews.com.
28 Ibid.
29 MG, 2000:1–2 and 3.
30 Angela Charlton, “Russian Church Gets Closer to State,” Associated Press, (Moscow), January 21, 2000.
31 Valery Kichin, “Ordered to Believe” Izvestia, (Moscow), January, 2000. 
32 OK, 2000:2, NM, 2000:1–2, 6 and MG, 2000: 1–2, 3, 4.
33 Nikolas K. Gvosdev, “The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics,” Orthodox Christian News Service Inc., 
February 14, 2000. http://www.orthodoxnews.com.
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missionaries had already been expelled from Russia, especially in the European-Russian 
‘Red Belt’ (or communist controlled) area, and in the Far East of Russia. Geraldine Fagan 
reports that: “Much of the hostility towards foreign missionaries was from local officials 
whose job it was to keep religion in check during the Soviet period.34 The Commission 
on International Religious Freedom (CIRF) that was created in 1998 to monitor religious 
freedom throughout the world, in their annual report, described the Russian Religion Law 
of 1997 as a significant step backward.35

The CIRF report accused the Russian government of using anti-Muslim propaganda 
in the war against the separatist republic of Chechnya. Exclusionary tactics and negative 
images of the Chechen ‘other’, coupled with fears of rising Russophobia in the Caucuses, 
reinforced the concept among the Russian masses that the Russian-Chechen of war of 
1999 was justified. In opinion polls carried out in the year 2000 that measured Russian 
attitudes about the Russian-Chechen war, Boris Kargalitsky reported that almost 70% (an 
increase from 40–50% in the autumn of 1999) of those people polled, had tempered their 
views about the Russian-Chechen War, which they felt should be ended.36 If however the 
belief that the geopolitical differentiation that is represented by the Caucuses, and sym-
bolizes the ‘Great Divide’ between the Christian North and the Muslim South, is to be 
maintained as it is in a story in NM,37 then peace in the new millennium in the Caspian 
Sea Region is unlikely. 

Conclusions

At the dawn of the new millennium in the year 2000, opinion polls found that 75 
percent of all Russians bemoaned the collapse of the Soviet State in 1991. Russians were 
suffering from what Vladmir Shlapentokh describes as “The Greatness Syndrome”. While 
only 14 percent of the population felt that Russia was currently a powerful nation, 78 per-
cent of Russians polled believed that one day Russia would once again be a Great World 
Power.38 Russian nationalists have embraced the Great World Power project and Russia 
had, during the first ten years of a post-Soviet government, made a remarkable recov-
ery. The foundation of the reconstructed Russian National identity has been the Russian 
Orthodox Church. The Russian intelligentsia have draw upon a long, varied, and rich 
history of an imperial Christian culture. In addition, the kinship bonds and values of the 
deep structures of a Christian peasant traditions are still found in rural areas and in the 
memories of elders of Russian communities and members of the Russian intelligentsia 

34 Geraldine Fagan and Lawrence Uzzell, “Religious Freedom For Sale?” Keston News Service, July 19, 2000.
35 Commission on International Religious Freedom, American Federated Press, May 1, 2000.
36 Boris Kargalitsky, Izvestia, (Moscow), July 18, 2000.
37 NM, 2000: 6.
38 Vladimir Shlapentokh, “Is the Greatness Syndrome Eroding?” The Washington Quarterly, 25 no. 1, (Winter 
2002): 131–146.
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themselves. The symbols and emblems of the past strike a psychic chord of pathos in the 
heart and the legendary dusha [soul] of the Russian people. 

The Russian intelligentsia are adept mediators and facilitators who were able to adapt, 
shift and shape the symbols of the Russian collective identity to correspond to the unstable 
political climate in Russia during the Great Decade of 1991–2001. The lack of political 
circulation among the intelligentsia, an oversized, and inefficient bureaucratic administra-
tive structure and a corrupt economic elite, were preventing the development of an active 
civil society in the late 1990s. Whether Russia will become a more democratic state where 
all political, religious and cultural rights of Russians will be respected, is a project that is 
yet to be realized. In the new millennium, Russia continues to travel its special path. While 
the reader of MG is reminded that Russia survived the 20th century despite Judeo-Masonic 
schemes and plots, and the Great Patriot War, the Russian Orthodox Christian is advised 
to forgive, but to do so judiciously. Forgiveness is for some and it is not meant for everyone. 
Every Russian man and woman should love his/her neighbour , but, in order to save Russia 
from corrupt oligarchs, proselytizing missionaries or murderous Muslims, every Russian 
man and woman must defend Mother Russia and fight the evil of the anti-Christ with the 
sword of the Russian Orthodox Faith.39

•

39 MG, 2000: 1–2.
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The vision, or the idea that I would like to share with you is well known in today’s 
South Caucasus. Different versions of this idea appeared from time to time from 
early 1990’s – such as “Stability Pact for the Caucasus”; “Caucasus House” etc. 

The reasons why all the previous initiatives were unsuccessful, is worth analyzing separately. 
However, the European expansion made it possible to recall it, and I would like to present 
the views of those people who are committed to the idea of common South Caucasus and 
consider it the most promising for the region. 

Paradoxically, this idea deserves discussion, primarily because of the existence of re-
gional conflicts. Although recently the term conflict solution has been replaced with the 
term conflict transformation all negotiations – at least those disclosed to the societies – 
remain within the logic of conflict solution. Such approach is likely to bring to winning 
with the hard or soft power in the short run. This means losing in the longer run, as only 
win-win solutions work sustainably. Such an approach could yield results if reforms in the 
region were not quasi democratic in nature. However, the regional authorities have failed 
to establish real democracy. Moreover, such a luxury as the establishment of democratic 
institutions does not seem realistic in the coming years, and the international community 
has played a part in this. The involvement of international community in development 
efforts in the region has acquired so-called compartmentalized nature. While the majority 
of the projects implemented in the region during the last 15 years declared regional ap-
proach, the agendas of different states in the region differed. As a result, the development 
models have also gone in different directions. Yet, the conflict is still “stewing in its own 
juice”, and probably it is time to seriously and deeply consider the term ‘conflict transfor-
mation’. Conflict transformation requires a vision, modeling and the creation of a situation 
to which the conflict as such will cease being relevant. Actually, this presentation is a word 
in defense of the possibility of creating such a situation and I will divide the discourse into 
three parts, or three levels.
1. First level: precedential. The precedent is well known and I’m not going to dwell on 

it. I just want to remind what exactly inspired the creation of the European Union. The 
main goal of the “Shuman –Monet plan” was to help the Western Europe avoid a new 
war, and for this very goal the countries were supposed to willingly relinquish certain 
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parts of their state sovereignty for the benefit of a European body. When I talk about 
precedent, I do not mean that a perfect model for all countries is created and that 
this model should be automatically copied. First of all I mean that if the goal and the 
tasks deriving from that goal are precisely identified the model becomes functioning. 
It is obvious that the nation-states, which recently gained their independence, want to 
enjoy it. It is difficult for them to get rid of their myths and stereotypes, and in this 
sense it is not surprising that they are considered to be lagging states. What do they lag 
behind? This question brings us to the second level – the world.

2. Second level: the world. Again, nothing new to say. The “end of history” foreshadowed 
after the end of the Cold War did not happen. The events of 9/11 demonstrated that 
not only the global security system, but also the notion of security is being challenged, 
and that international institutions need deep reform. In different parts of the world 
big and small actors are trying to create regional security systems. All this cannot and 
should not be ignored in the strategic planning of future. The most materialized mani-
festation of globalization is the creation and strengthening of global infrastructures 
and this in turn requires that the structures of global governance be created. On the 
other hand, we witness the increasing role of local government. Thus it turns out that 
in this system, the states gradually lose their traditional function and hence the con- and hence the con-hence the con-
cept of big and small players is also changing. This particularly concerns the states that 
have already gained experience in networking. This means that they already have the 
preconditions necessary for future development. To take advantage of this situation, 
the small players should try to get rid of their traditional image, they need to make 
an effort and jump over the stage of their development. In other words, they must try 
to overcome the nationalistic selfishness that does not allow them to withdraw from 
a situation of mere survival. The countries of the present region have to overcome this 
obstacle and to ensure equal rights for all those who will show a willingness to become 
part of the future region. The region must unite its resources to take care of itself. This 
would become possible if a new regional mythology is created, and if the regional value 
system is identified.

3. Third level: the values. The main objection that sounds at this level is as follows: do all 
the peoples or ethnic groups living in the South Caucasian sub-region, identify them-
selves as Caucasian? If the matter is considered from a historical or ethnological point 
of view, the answer would be – no. But first, I am thinking of a new mythology, which 
should be created in the context of the new world. The new world that has become so 
small for the humanity and so huge for the human. The new world, where even a single 
person have a chance to become a factor. Second, the Caucasus is a geopolitical and cul-
tural unit historically existing within super ethnic formations. The Caucasus has played 
a significant role in the global cultural process as it permanently maintained a high 
degree of spiritual tension on account of the intense dynamics of ethnic groups trans-
porting through the region their cultures, religions, ideas and concepts. This spiritual 
tension is still there and today it is suffocating in wars and conflicts. Caucasus is too old 
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to believe in empty rhetoric, but Caucasus is young enough to create its new mythology. 
Once Europe has found the value on which the idea of its unity was built up. No need 
to invent a bicycle. The basic value for human is human life whoever this human is and 
wherever this human lives.
Today, the idea of Caucasian Union sounds like a fairy-tale. Yet, some 5 years ago 

a group of experts and NGO representatives from the South Caucasus initiated a project 
aimed to learn whether this idea is that fantastic. The project was about integration-both 
with Europe and within the region. It was about democracy as the main instrument in that 
direction. It was about integration as the only way towards conflict resolution. It was about 
the inefficiency of peace building in the absence of the goal of peace building process, in 
the absence of the vision that would motivate the peace building activities. This as well as 
a number of following workshops developed a set of recommendations addressed both to 
the local societies and international community. Particularly, it was strongly advised to the 
international community and organizations to abandon the state approach in favor of the 
regional approach, to choose a truly regional strategy, which would make it possible for the 
region to solve the most complicated issues of common concern. 

The number of people committed to the idea of Caucasian Union is much more than it 
might seem. However, they still lack confidence in their abilities. With regard to the locals 
this uncertainty sounds like who would dare? With regard to the international community 
it sounds like who would care? This process could begin and prove its importance and ef-
ficiency if those who dare combine their efforts with those who care.

•
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Transition from one- to multi-polar world creates a unique tension in the three 
regions of Eurasia, namely, Mediterranean, Black Sea and Caspian. Formation of 
new knots of tension makes the necessity of setting up a universal system of Eura-

sian security quite urgent. 
1. The problem of competitiveness of different regional security systems suggested in 

recent years for the area including the countries located between and around the Black 
Sea and the Caspian Sea is gradually becoming more and more actual especially in the 
light of some events that took place in the last few years, such as: 

Aspiration of former empires (Ottoman, Russian) to extend or keep their influence •	
over the territories which used to be within the boundaries of the empires; 
the so-called “Arab spring” and tensions in the whole region of Greater Middle •	
East, as well as in the neighboring countries; 
the American new “reset” policy toward Russia;•	
the August•	  War in 2008;
the Eastern Partnership Initiative;•	
the recent developments in Russian-Turkish relations;•	
signing of the Armenian-Turkish protocols and suspending their ratification in the •	
parliaments of both countries;
tensions with Iran’s nuclear program;•	
actualization of the Kurdish problem;•	

2. The concept of regional security is defined as follows: “Regional security is a constitu-
ent of international security that characterizes the status of international relations in 
a concrete region of international society as a state secured against military threats, 
economic dangers etc, as well as against external intrusion and intervention connected 
with impairment and violation of the regional states’ sovereignty and independence’’. 
Regional security has much in common with international security. However, it dis-
plays itself in a variety of formats depending on the peculiarities of the concrete region, 
the power balance in the region, its political, cultural and religious background, etc.
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3. First of all, the difference concerns the process of maintaining regional security, which 
can be ensured by special structures created for this very purpose (for instance, such 
as OSCE in Europe), as well as by creation of more universal alliances of states (such 
as the Organization of American States (OAS), or the Organization of African Unity 
(OAU), etc). The existence of Multi-polar Power Systems makes it possible for the 
configuration of the regional security systems to be more differentiated and flexible.

3. The problem of competitiveness of regional security models generally arises, when the 
region lacks a dominant power, which usually serves as a driving force for the creation 
of the regional security system in the concrete historical period. Such power makes it 
possible to fix the real correlation of forces and to avoid various temptations and risky 
ventures. A similar situation occurs, when the uncertainty of real correlation of forces 
makes it almost impossible to create the regional security system. In some cases, due 
to huge resources required to create such model, its initiators are forced to refuse or at 
least to postpone its implementation.

4. From the moment the New Independent States emerged from the former Soviet Un-
ion various regional security models were suggested for the South Caucasian countries. 
However, due to apparent shortcomings, none of them was welcomed within the cor-
responding regional discourse. 

5. The main shortcoming of all suggested models (including the Russian model of 
3+1, i.e. Russia and the three independent countries; The American model of 
3+3+2, i.e. Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia plus Russia, USA, EU plus Iran and Tur-
key; the recent Turkish initiative, (“The region of five”, i.e. Azerbaijan, Armenia, 
Georgia, Russia and Turkey) is that none of them took into account the real cor-
relation of forces and the vital interests of all the parties concerned, notably those 
included in and those excluded from the regional security system. As a result, all 
recommended models failed to assure relevant balancing and would definitely 
give rise to internal contradictions and thus, to the breakup of those systemic con-
nections and interests, which existed at the moment of the discourse formulation. 

6. The situation under consideration can be shortly characterized as follows: despite suf-
fering from ethnic conflicts and all possible consequences of the former “communal 
flat”, the sub-region, being an important link within the system of transnational infra-
structures becomes a zone of vital interests of the superpowers, as well as gets more and 
more attractive for the powers, which do not border it.

7. While the ethnic conflicts are currently under external control, the geopolitical orienta-
tion of the three recognized South Caucasian states (Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia) 
significantly differs. As a result, the sub-region has extra-regional military structures on 
its territory, which, however, do not balance each other.

8. Besides the three recognized countries, which are member countries of the United 
Nations and a number of other international organizations (a fact that should have 
raised their responsibility and accountability), there are three entities two of which are 
partly recognized (Abkhazia and South Ossetia) and one of which is still unrecognized 
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(NK), as well as the Nakhichevan Autonomy, which although located on the territory 
of Azerbaijan, is mainly controlled by Turkey.

9. Within the framework of declared “reset” policy concerning the US-Russia relations 
one could expect that certain agreement be achieved on mutual restrictions in tradi-
tional zones of influence. However, the two powers still keep struggling for the imple-
mentation of competing programs. 

10. The situation we currently face generates completely different approaches towards the se-
curity system concept, which could meet the requirements of both the region as a whole 
and its constituents. Consequently, absolutely different and differently directed security 
concepts are currently at the disposal of the region. (“Caucasian Four”, Euro-Atlantic 
Security System, etc. It is quite easy to notice that while the suggested models include 
extra-regional forces, they don’t even mention the so-called “unrecognized states). 

11. The sub-region plays a significant transit role, as it may connect or disconnect the 
communication system of the Three Seas, which is of great importance for the entire 
Eurasia: this is the territory through which all pipelines, gas pipelines and main traffic 
arteries currently pass or should pass in the future. It is obvious that the role of the 
sub-region has substantially increased, especially after the de-actualization of conflict 
knots and situations in the Balkans.

12. As for a unitary security system, which could be called a “System of Three Seas”, the 
Euro-Atlantic model, represented by the United States and NATO, who are continu-
ously kept engaged in Afghanistan, Iraq, and North Africa, is challenged by the ad-
vances of China in the direction of Africa through the whole region of the “Three 
Seas”, as well as by the regionalism of Russia and Turkey, who are on the way of restor-
ing their strength (or have the perceptions of doing so) and experience a certain degree 
of freedom of actions. The warming up of relations between Russia and Turkey, who 
take advantage of a pause in the global politics of the United States, makes a grow-
ing impact on the processes taking place in the sub-region of the South Caucasus, in 
particular. It should be mentioned that the active role of Turkey in NATO, which 
had been a priority in the strategies of security of this country for many decades, has 
significantly decreased since 2003 (Turkey’s refusal to participate in the military ac-
tions of the coalition in Iraq). This fact might allow us to assume that the government 
of Erdogan has stopped viewing Turkey’s membership to NATO as one of the most 
important constituent elements of the country’s concept of national security. 

13. The energy concerns of a number of West and Central European countries make their 
governments view the energy security as a cornerstone of security in general and con-
duct their foreign policies in view of the dependence upon transportation of oil and 
gas. In this regard, the position of Italy’s Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi is a good 
example. It is clear that these factors contribute to the formation of a general system of 
Eurasian security.
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Conclusions

1. The South Caucasus sub-region is oversaturated with problems and therefore, the de-
velopment of realistic and working regional security system becomes of urgent impor-
tance. One more unpredictable process concerns the militarization of regional coun-One more unpredictable process concerns the militarization of regional coun-
tries. While the parties to the conflicts keep assuring the international community of 
their efforts to solve the conflicts by negotiations, they continue accumulating arms 
and this may generate dangerous illusions and new violence.

2. However, the most serious problems that put obstacles in the way of successful regional devel-
opment and peaceful solution of conflicts are those concerning the imitation of  democracy 
and corruption as well as other factors hindering the socialization process. The necessity 
of taking into account the speed of socialization processes when developing the regional 
security system emphasizes the urgency of problems to be solved by the regional states.

3. Contemporary processes are affected by Russian-Chinese and American-Chinese com-
petition. The aggressive nature of Chinese economy and its irresistible approach on 
hydrocarbon resources make the competing superpowers switch their attention from 
power-producing constituent to the construction of a stable security system in order to 
restrict the access to the region for some actors, namely those excluded from the men-
tioned system. 

4. The principle of balancing underlying the mentioned policy is as old as the world. It is 
usually achieved by mutual compromises and regular exchange of information. Such 
an approach makes it possible to alleviate tension in the most acute confrontation areas 
and de-actualizes different kinds of controlled and latent conflicts. 

5. The regional security system will come true only if the “reset” policy is successful, and 
if it doesn’t cause any concern and doesn’t give rise to doubts. Otherwise, the course of 
upcoming developments is likely to remain the same. 

6. The abovementioned regionalism of Turkey and Russia can be overcome through in-
clusion of these countries in the common system of security, which supposes a certain 
degree of alienation of national sovereignty (the principle lying at the heart of the 
European Union).

7. The genuine sub-regional security system should meet the interests of all the parties 
involved. This means that it should be based on the “nuclear” security and collabora-
tion system created and implemented by the SC subjects themselves.

•
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In August 2008 the international community witnessed the escalation of the con-
flict on the Caucasus which resulted in the large scale military warfare and finally 
the recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia as independent states by Russian 

Federation and some other states. The conflict is linked to the unresolved ethnic tensions 
from the Soviet Union era. In the USSR ethnic problems were hashed by the repressive 
state, but during the disintegration of the Soviet Union the unresolved ethnic problems led 
to the conflicts. This took place throughout the country in various forms, but in Caucasus 
ethnic tensions led to the large scale conflicts in Chechnya, Nagorno-Karabakh, as well as 
in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. The full legal evaluation of the 2008 conflict in Georgia 
should include the aspects that relate to the moment when the conflict situation appeared 
i.e. to the status of the autonomous units during the disintegration of the Soviet Union. 
Another important aspect is the way of freezing the conflict and peace keeping that finally 
were not sufficient for the prevention of the conflicts escalation. The military involvement 
of Russian Federation in the escalation of the conflict is very problematic as we see in terms 
of the conduct of the military operation and in terms of the subsequent recognition of the 
breakaway Georgian regions as independent states. 

The status of Abkhazia and South Ossetia within the USSR  
and their right to secede as territorial units

The dispute on the status of Abkhazia and South Ossetia has its roots in the 1920’s and 
1930’s when the status of Abkhazia and South Ossetia was a subject to a set of changes. Ini-
tially, Abkhazia was a part of Georgian Democratic Republic where it possessed an autono-
mous status. After the occupation and incorporation of Georgia into Soviet Union Abk-
hazia initially possessed a special status of the contractual union republic within Georgia, 
while South Ossetia was granted the status of an autonomous district. This was changed in 
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1931 and Abkhazia was transformed into an autonomous republic within Georgian union 
republic according to the decision of central authorities of the Soviet Union.1

The central question that is linked to the history of the USSR’s federalism is whether 
the breakaway provinces of Georgia had a right to cessation as territorial units at the mo-
ment of the dissolution of the Soviet Union. The status of both regions was governed by 
the constitutions of the USSR, Georgian SSR, Abkhazian autonomous SSR, Law on South 
Ossetian autonomous region. It should be noted that the provisions of the organic laws of 
the USSR were merely façade ones and the real decision making belonged to Kremlin and 
communist nomenklatura. Despite this specifics the state structure of the Soviet Union is 
still important as the questions of the Abkhazian and South Ossetian cessation arose at the 
time of its collapse.

On December 8, 1991 the Belavezha Accords were signed by the representatives of the 
three founding union republics of the USSR that dissolved the Union. It was confirmed 
in Alma-Ata on December 21, 1991 and finalized by the resignation of Gorbachov as the 
President of the USSR four days later. This was the end of the Soviet Union as a legal per-
son and geopolitical reality.

The federalism of the USSR foresaw two levels of vertical division of power: union and 
republican. Under the Constitution of the Soviet Union Georgia enjoyed the right of cessa-
tion from Soviet Union (article 72 of the 1977 Constitution of the USSR, article 69 of the 
1978 Constitution of Georgian SSR).2 The disintegration was performed in a way of the 
dissolution into separate former union republics following uti possidetis principle. There 
were no revision of the borders between the republics and such practice was maintained 
until recently. The administrative division within each republic was left for the internal 
solution of particular union republic. The constitutions of all republics did not foresee the 
vertical division of power for the exception of the Constitution of Russian SFSR. In Soviet 
literature on the constitutionalism the question whether Georgian SSR and some other un-
ion republics were of a federal character was open.3 In particular, it is subject to the discus-
sion whether the fact that Georgian SSR included two autonomous republics was sufficient 
to speak about its de jure federative character. The autonomisation itself does not mean au-
tomatically that the state is of federal character unless the possession of certain autonomous 
rights by the territorial units is to be rule and a clear federal structure is observed. In case of 
Georgia the autonomous units just possessed a fixed number of its representatives that were 
delegated to the central authorities of the union republic. The Constitutions of the USSR 
1 International Crisis Group, Georgia: Avoiding War with South Ossetia, Report No. 159. Tbilisi/Brussels: ICG, 
November 26, 2004, http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/UNTC/UNPAN019224.pdf 
(accessed on June 15, 2011).
2 Constitution of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, adopted by the Seventh (Special) Session of the Su-
preme Soviet of the USSR Ninth Convocation on October 7, 1977, article 72. ConsultantPlus, http://www.
consultant.ru/popular/conscccr/; Constitution of Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic, adopted by the Supreme 
Soviet of Georgian SSR on April 14, 1978, article 69. Regionalism research Center, http://www.rrc.ge/law/
konst_1978_04_15_ru.htm?lawid=1387&lng_3=ru.
3 E.V. Tadevosian, „Sovetskiy Federalizm: teoria, istoriya, sovremennost”, Istoriya SSSR, No. 6 (1991), 45–66. 
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and Georgian SSR do not say whether autonomous republic had a right to cessation from 
the union republic, but the creation of autonomous republic or autonomous region fell un-
der the scope of the Union (article 73). Article 79 of the USSR Constitution stated that the 
territorial division of union republics belonged to their competence and in article 86 of the 
USSR Constitution said that the status of autonomous region (as in case of South Ossetia) 
was adopted by the Supreme Council of the union republic. The Constitution of Georgian 
SSR stated that its territorial integrity could not be changed without its consent (Article 
70). The Constitution of the Abkhazian autonomous SSR and Law on South Ossetian au-
tonomous region should be adopted in compliance with the Constitution of the Georgian 
SSR.4 South Ossetia enjoyed the status of autonomous region, which was governed by the 
legislation of Georgian SSR and it was Georgia that had legal capacity to change its status 
and abolish the legislation of autonomous republics and autonomous region contrary to 
that of the union republic, as well as Presidium of the Supreme Council of the Georgian 
SSR could change the borders of both units.5 In 1990 the Supreme Council of the USSR 
adopted the Law on Cessation that foresaw the right to the autonomous units of the seced-
ing republic to decide whether to remain within seceding republic or within the Union.6 
It did not specify the consequences of the latter option, whether it should join other union 
republic or may be upgraded to the union republic. This should be red through the lines 
of the organic legislation of the USSR that governed the status and rights of the subjects of 
the Union and the legislation of the Union should be in conformity with the Constitution 
of the USSR. Anyway, the argument on the cessation based on the legislation from the 
Soviet era is still used by the supporters of the separatist regions.7

It should be noted that in the beginning of 1990’s the question was not in the ces-
sation from the USSR, but in the general disintegration of the Union. In this case each 
union republic had a right to decide on its internal matters according to its republican 
legislation inherited from the Union. The question whether other union republics were of 
federal character is important taking into account the fact that at least in theory of federal-
ism a subject of federation may have a right to cessation. It is quite hard to say in favor or 
against the cessation, but the territorial integrity should generally prevail over the right to 
cessation until it is otherwise agreed by the central authorities of the federation.

Theory and contemporary practice of states on the question of cessation is not unani-
mous, but it can be noticed that the question should be answered in affirmative by the popu-

4 Constitution of Abkhazian Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, adopted by the Supreme Soviet of the Abkhaz 
ASSR on 6 June 1978, article 72.2, Regionalism research Center, Tbilisi, http://www.rrc.ge/law/. Law on South 
Ossetian Autonomous Region, adopted by the Supreme Soviet of Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic on Novem-
ber 12, 1980, Regionalism research Center, Tbilisi, http://www.rrc.ge/law.
5 Constitution of Georgian SSR, article 84, 115.9–115.11, 116
6 Law on Cessation from the USSR by Union Republic, adopted by the Supreme Soviet if the USSR on April 3, 1990, 
No 1409–1, article 3. Alians Media, http://www.businesspravo.ru/Docum/DocumShow_DocumID_37784.
html (accessed on June 15, 2011).
7 United Nations, Security Council, The Situation in Georgia, Meeting No. S/PV.5969, August 28, 2008, New 
York. United Nations, Security Council, http://www.un.org/Depts/dhl/resguide/scact2008.htm.
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lation of the territorial units in question when the agreement between the federal centre and 
the local authorities is attained. The cases of Singapore, Quebec, South Darfur, Bangladesh, 
Eritrea, Montenegro, Kosovo may serve as examples. It should be noted that in case when the 
tensions grow to the internal conflict the will of people of the territorial unit should be the 
source for the final solution as it was stated by the UN International Court of Justice in the 
Western Sahara case and is observed in the practice of the solution of similar conflicts.8 The 
most important problem here is who would be entitled to vote, whether the internally dis-
placed persons of Georgia, who do not live currently in the breakaway provinces should be 
granted right to express their will. The practice of Western Sahara and South Darfur shows 
that it is hard to agree on this question though the comparison of Georgia to them should 
be made with certain reservations. 

It is quite disputable whether the creation of autonomous units makes the state federal, 
especially when the status is governed by upper level(s) in vertical division of power and 
autonomous units approved by the central authorities of state. Even if it is presumed that 
Georgian SSR was an asymmetric federation with various territorial units having  different 
legal status it does not mean that it was a subject to the further disintegration. Further possi-
ble moves in the change of the internal composition of the state cannot lead to the cessation 
of certain territorial units without the concern of all parties involved. The new  developments 
as the cessation of territorial units that previously were an autonomous republic or region 
may have a negative precedent in terms of revision of the patterns of the USSR dissolu-
tion and potentially may create a danger for the territorial integrity of other former union 
republics, as well as universally. The universal practice of the dealing with frozen conflicts 
merely includes the participation of the population of the territorial unit which is in ques-
tion. Apart of this the solution should be combined with the principle of territorial integrity, 
what means here the consent of the central authorities to any territorial changes is needed.

The Conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the 1990’s

Further history of Georgia witnessed that the constitutional development of Georgian 
state in the beginning of 1990’s stepped on the path of the narrowing the rights of the ter-
ritorial units. On December 10, 1990 the South Ossetia autonomy was abolished. This 
led to the first war in South Ossetia that enjoyed autonomous status since 1922, granted 
after the occupation of Georgia by Red Army. Georgia was guided by the provisions of 
its the pre-Bolshevik Constitution of Georgian Democratic Republic in its territorial state 
building. From the perspective of restoration of the democratic governance in Georgia this 
seemed to be positive. However, from the perspective of the existence of autonomous units 
within Georgia during previous seventy years before its dissolution, it may look disputable 
and dangerous for the territorial integrity. The Constitution of Georgia states that the final 
8 International Court of Justice, Western Sahara, Advisory Opinion issued on October 16, 1975, ICJ Reports 
1975, 12, para 54–59, 162. International Court of Justice, http://www.icj-cij.org/docket/files/61/6195.pdf.
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solution of the territorial division of the state is to be defined when government is of full 
control of all territorial units of the country.9 This is a flexible approach that leaves a certain 
space for future determination of the territorial building of Georgia.

The dissatisfaction in Abkhazia and South Ossetia with their status in Georgia took 
place in various forms in the time of the dissolution of the Soviet Union and finally led to 
civil war in Georgia between central authorities in Tbilisi on the one hand and Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia on the other. The military warfare in South Ossetia started in February 
1991 and lasted till the Sochi Agreement was signed in June 24, 1992. As a result central 
government in Georgia preserved control over only certain areas that were populated by 
ethnic Georgians. The truce froze the conflict for the next 16 years and created a Joint Con-
trol Commission (JCC) for South Ossetia that was to monitor the cease fire agreement that 
foresaw the participation of the troops form Georgia, Russia and South Ossetia. Further-
more the OSCE Mission was deployed to conflict zone in South Ossetia to monitor the 
ceasefire. In 2008 Russia blocked the prolongation of the OSCE Mission in South Ossetia 
and since January 1, 2009 the Mission ended its operation in South Ossetia. 

In Abkhazia the military warfare started in summer 1992 and lasted until September 
when the first truce was signed. Soon after that Abkhazian party broke the truce as it did 
twice furthermore in 1993. In practice the conflict lasted till the end of 1993. In 1992 
it is possible to say that the conflict in Abkhazia was merely an internal conflict between 
central government in Tbilisi and Abkhazian separatists, but in 1993 the situation changed 
dramatically since Russian support of separatists increased dramatically and the conflict 
became in practice an internationalized one. As a result most of Abkhazia fell under control 
of separatists with only Kodori valley in Abkhazia left under jurisdiction of central govern-
ment in Tbilisi.10 On November 4, 1993 the United Nations Security Council adopted 
resolution 881 (1993) that foresaw the deployment of the United Nations Observer Mis-
sion in Georgia (UNOMIG) with the purpose to foresee the truce between the parties.11 
In April 1994 the parties signed the Declaration on measures for a political settlement of 
the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict, and in May 1994 it was agreed in Moscow on the de-
ployment of the troops from the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) countries. In 
practice only Russia sent its military personnel in the conflict zone. The latter was criticized 
with an eye to the impartiality of such move towards the  parties to conflict, as well as in 
respect of the CIS to participate in the peace-keeping mission as a regional organization.12 

9 Constitution of Georgia, adopted on August 24, 1995, art. 2.3. Parliament of Georgia, http://www.parliament.
ge/files/68_1944_951190_CONSTIT_27_12.06.pdf.
10 W. Bartuzi, K. Pełczyńska-Nałęcz , K. Strachota, “Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Nagorno-Karabakh: unfrozen con-
flicts between Russia and the West”, Report of the Centre for Eastern Studies CES/OSW, Warsaw, 2008. CES/
OSW, http://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/Raport_kKPd_en.pdf (accessed on June 15, 2011).
11 United Nations, Security Council, Resolution 881 (1993), adopted on November 4, 1993, S/RES/881 
(1993). United Nations, Security Council, http://www.un.org/Docs/scres/1993/scres93.htm.
12 V. Socor, “Russia’s Strange “Peacekeeping” Operation in Abkhazia, Georgia”, Geostrategic Pulse No. 29, May 
20, 2008. Geostrategic Pulse, https://www.ingepo.ro/download-materiale/115/SuplimentBuletin29Eng.pdf 
(accessed on June 15, 2011)
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The reasons for this are of merely political nature, as practice of the United Nations do not 
foresee the deployment of the troops by the party that is highly likely would be interested 
in such deployment for the justification of its interests in the conflict zone. In 2009 Russia 
vetoed the prolongation of the UNOMIG mandate and the Mission ceased its operation.

The conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia resulted in the Georgia’ loss of effective 
control over most of the break away provinces and apart this it had to deal with about two 
hundred thousand internally displaced persons. Nevertheless, in both cases Georgia estab-
lished its own administrations for South Ossetia and Abkhazia on the remained territories 
of the former territorial units of Abkhazia and South Ossetia within the borders since the 
period of the USSR. This led to the situation when South Ossetia and Abkhazia had two 
contesting administrations with one of them recognizing Georgian supremacy, and an-
other separatist one that administered most of the areas of the break away provinces. Such 
situation lasts until now with pro Georgian authorities lacking any authority in practice 
over territory of the separatist regions.

In the mid 1990’s Georgia and Russia made several attempts to resolve the dispute in 
both provinces through negotiations. Here it may be noted the mandate of the Joint Con-
trol Commission included the resolution of the frozen conflict. The projects initiated by 
Georgia and Russia included federalization of Georgia with Abkhazia, South Ossetia and 
Adjaria possessing their own exclusive competences.13 In 1994 the OSCE Secretariat in 
Vienna prepared the proposal on the status of the South Ossetia that foresaw the internal 
self-determination of South Ossetia within Georgia with the widest possible autonomy.14 
South Ossetia supposed to get a better status within Georgia than it had previously in 
Soviet period. The proposal was welcomed by the United States, European Union and 
Russia. Georgia generally accepted it and major Georgian political groups approved it. 
South Ossetian party initially expressed its interest in the proposal, but finally Ossetians 
rejected it.

Conflict escalation in 2008 in Georgia and foreign military involvement

The conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia were effectively frozen until 2008 when 
the new hostilities took place. The escalation of the conflict took place on August 7, 2008 
when Georgian troops entered the territory controlled by separatist authorities in South 
Ossetia. Georgian central government claimed this to be the operation on the restoration 
of the constitutional order and a response to the numerous acts of local violence performed 

13 H. Eiff, The OSCE Mission to Georgia and the Status of South Ossetia, OSCE Yearbook, Vol. XX (2008), 
35–43. Centre for OSCE Research, http://www.core-hamburg.de/documents/yearbook/english/08/Eiff-en.
pdf, (accessed on June 15, 2011).
14 A Constitutional Status for South Ossetia, Proposal of CSCE Mission to Georgia, Svobodnaya Gruzia, No. 26, 
April 6, 1995, 43. Regionalism research Center, Tbilisi, http://www.rrc.ge/law/.
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by South Ossetian separatists.15 South Ossetian and Russian parties claimed this to be an 
attempt to resolve the conflict by military force.16 It is crucial in the justification of both 
parties to determine here the factual grounds of their military involvement and what should 
be determined as a minimal sufficient condition of self-defense under article 51 of the UN 
Charter since all parties to the conflict refer to it. In case of Georgian presentation of the 
facts the operation on the restoration of constitutional order constituted a self-defense and 
was aimed to cease the hostilities that had been going for several days before the start of the 
operation.17 There is no agreement on the conditions of legality sufficient for self-defense 
in doctrine of international law. It is very important that self-defense took place in response 
to the armed attack (aggression) as it is stated by article 51 of the UN Charter. The doc-
trine does not provide a clear answer whether an armed attack is the same as definition of 
aggression. Aggression and its forms was defined in the UN General Assembly resolution 
3314 (XXIX) and it can be used against the state or entity independently of the question 
of recognition of the state. The elements of the definition of aggression can be found as 
well in the customary law and the practice of the ICJ. In Nicaragua case the ICJ rejected 
the applicability of self-defense in cases of weapons supply to guerillas, small intrusions of 
armed forces into the territory of other state. The ICJ in Nicaragua case and in the Advi-
sory Opinion on the Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons stated that necessity 
and proportionality were the main conditions of the self-defense, as well as the self-defense 
should be subsidiary, temporal and controlled.18 The armed attack should be characterized 
by a large scale military warfare and constitute a serious threat to the international peace 
and security. The definition of aggression relates to the theory of the “first shot” rule, but 
in such cases as conflict in South Ossetia it is hard to determine which party initiated 
the warfare and what is important is whether and if affirmative which factual conditions 
in South Ossetia were sufficient for the conduct of the operation on the restoration of 
constitutional order by Georgia and peace enforcement operation by Russian Federation. 
The question of preventive self-defense is more controversial. The adherents of preventive 
self-defense say that it is legal as a customary rule when the requirements of necessity and 
proportionality stated in the Caroline case are fulfilled.19 The opponents say that it is illegal, 
but not in terms of absolute illegality and under certain conditions it may be justified.20 
Georgia may claim that it used the preventive self-defense in order to stop violence in the 
region, but it may be used by Abkhazia as well, as its acts were oriented on the possible 

15 United Nations Security Council, The Situation in Georgia, Meeting No. S/PV.5951, August 8, 2008, New 
York. United Nations Security Council, http://www.un.org/Depts/dhl/resguide/scact2008.htm.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.
18 International Court of Justice, Military and Paramilitary Activities in and against Nicaragua (Nicaragua 
v. United States of America) case, Judgement of November 26, 1984, ICJ Reports 1984, 392, para 141. Inter-
national Court of Justice, http://www.icj-cij.org/docket/files/70/6485.pdf.
19 Rouillard L., “The Caroline case: Anticipatory Self-Defense in Contemporary International Law”, Miskolc Jour-
nal of International Law, Vol. 1 (2004), No. 2, 104–120
20 Gray Ch., “International Law and the Use of Force”, 2nd ed., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 148–156
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attack from Georgia in case the rest of South Ossetia had taken under Georgian control. 
It is hard to say which party can be liable for the start of the hostilities taking into account 
the multiple answers provided by the doctrine of international law on the question of the 
definition of aggression since both parties may be blamed for the overreaction and use of 
disproportionate military force. 

The justification applied by the Russian party for its acts related to the breach of the 
ceasefire by Georgian forces and it applied the arguments as a guarantor of peace. At the 
same time Russia claimed that Georgian offensive in South Ossetia led to the humanitar-
ian catastrophe and it reacted in order to protect civilians in South Ossetia, as well as its 
own citizens living their.21 The role of a impartial guarantor of peace and in practice of 
a peace-keeping actor hardly complied with the policy of Russia aimed at granting its own 
citizenship to the population of the break away regions having subsequently additional 
pretext to intervene, support of the authorities of the separatist areas in various forms, as 
well as sending its security service personnel to become high ranking officials in the break 
away regions of Georgia.

On the one hand Georgian operation on the restoration of constitutional order lacks 
legitimacy due to the questionable application of right to self-defense, as well as breach of 
the cease fire agreements. On the other hand military operation performed by Russian Fed-
eration should is rather a breach of territorial integrity of Georgia, and previous cease fire 
agreements, and in case when it intended to perform humanitarian intervention in Geor-
gia, then Russia should fulfill the criteria and practice of humanitarian interventions, but 
even in this case the act without the approval of the UN Security Council is still would be 
legally controversial and may constitute a breach of non-intervention and territorial integ-
rity of Georgia. The criteria that should be employed while performing the humanitarian 
intervention are widely discussed in doctrine of international law. It is worth of taking the 
conditions proposed in the “Responsibility to Protect” (R2P) Report by the International 
Commission for Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS).22 The R2P concept has been 
referred recently by the UN Security Council resolution 1970 (2011) adopted on Febru-
ary 26, 2011 concerning the situation in Libya, that confirmed the obligation of the states 
to fulfill their obligations under R2P Concept. The ICISS Report foresee the following 
criteria for the humanitarian intervention: right authority, just cause (justa causa), right 
intention (recta intentio), last resort, proportional means and reasonable prospects. 

The right authority criterion is linked to the necessity of proper approval of the use of 
military force. Such an approval should be granted by the UN Security Council, but there 
is a threat that such an approval may be vetoed by the permanent member. In practice 
of humanitarian intervention the cases of the use of force without the UN SC approval 
occurred as well as in case of Kosovo. Making comparison with other cases it should be 

21 The Situation in Georgia, ibid.
22 International Commission for Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), “Responsibility to Protect”, Report, 
Ottawa, December 2001. ICISS, http://www.iciss.ca/report-en.asp.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   284 2011-11-25   12:51:44



WEEReview i/2011 285

Conflict Escalation in Georgia in August 2008

noted that in case of Kosovo the military operation was performed after a set of negotia-
tions (Rambouillet accords).23 The regime of S. Milošević committed a set of atrocities 
and hundreds thousand Kosovo residents became refugees, while in Georgia ethnic Geor-
gians became internally displaced persons. The unauthorized intervention in Kosovo was 
performed through a collective action, unlike unilateralism in case of Georgia. Further 
adoption of resolution 1244 (1999) by the UN Security Council accepted the reality of 
performed humanitarian intervention. The aforementioned obstacles granted certain de-
gree of legitimacy to the intervention done for humanitarian purposes in Kosovo. In case 
of Georgian break away provinces Russia acted without any negotiations on the ceasefire. 
Russian Federation deployed troops roughly at the start of the Georgian operation on the 
restoration of constitutional order without any consent from international bodies and uni-
laterally. Though authorization of the UN Security Council is required to make the use of 
military force legal theoretically there are two ways of possible space for the bypass of the 
UN Security Council’s consent: Uniting for Peace resolution24 and the absence of threats 
against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state. The former was not 
the case in Georgia and the latter was violated since Russia subsequently recognized the 
territories under its effective control as independent states and took an effective control 
over the areas. This violated territorial integrity and threatened for a while even political 
independence of Georgia.

Just course constitutes the legal basis for the humanitarian intervention. It relates to 
the situations of “large scale loss of life, actual or apprehend, with genocidal intent or not, 
which is the product either of deliberate state action, or state neglect or inability to act, 
or a failed state situation; or large scale “ethnic cleansing”, actual or apprehend, whether 
carried out by killing, forced expulsion, acts of terror or rape”.25 It should be noted that 
Georgian offensive contributed to the escape of Ossetians from the conflict area, but the 
imposition of effective control over Abkhazia and South Ossetia by Russian troops led to 
the escape of ethnic Georgians from the areas occupied by Russian troops, Abkhazian and 
Ossetian paramilitaries. The evidence of gross violations of human rights should be pre-
sented by international bodies, such as High Commissioners for human Rights and Refu-
gees, International Committee for Red Cross, Secretary General of the UN, etc. The evi-
dence gained from biased sources could not be used in the evaluation of the situation.26

Right intention is oriented on the prevention of grave crimes, human rights provision. 
It cannot be an obstacle to occupy permanently the territory of other states. Of course, 
a certain degree of self-interest always present in such operations, but it should be related 
merely on joint benefits as combat of organized crime, terrorists, etc. Anyway, the interven-
tion cannot lead to the establishment and improvement of control over certain territory in 

23 M. Webber, The Kosovo War: A Recapitulation, International Affairs, Vol. 85, No. 3, 2009, 447–460
24 United Nations General Assembly, Resolution 377 (V), adopted on November 3, 1950, A/RES/377(V). UN 
General Assembly, http://www.un.org/depts/dhl/resguide/r5.htm.
25 Responsibility to Protect, para 4.19.
26 Ibid., para 4.29–4.30
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various forms (occupation, recognition of independence of territorial units of the targeted 
state, etc.) The right intention criterion is characterized by the multilateral character of 
the intervention, support of local population, the opinion of international community 
on the intervention. The intervention of Russian Federation lacked such legitimation as 
it was a unilateral one, local Georgians had to flee from both break away regions and the 
international opinion on the intervention was not merely positive that may be indicated by 
the number of recognitions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Apart this Russian Federation 
questioned the legitimacy of the democratically elected government of Georgia and tried 
to use the rhetoric of establishment of spheres of influence. The statements of President 
D. Medvedev and Foreign Minister S. Lavrov on the former USSR area as a natural sphere 
of influence of Russia and its inherent right to defend it remind the modification of Brezh-
nev’s doctrine which is inconsistent with the definition of sovereignty of state based on the 
UN Charter.27

The outcome of the intervention should be positive, if it cannot be attained then the in-
tervention cannot be performed. The intervention cannot lead to the increase in violence and 
state failure.28 In both break away regions discrimination practices are very often mainly in 
case of ethnic Georgians, but sometimes against other nationalities. The return of internally 
displaced persons is frozen as well. 

The humanitarian intervention should be performed in accordance to the principles 
of necessity and proportionality, and this was a problem again since Russian involvement 
was disproportionate to the number of necessary troops needed to bring parties to peace, 
if humanitarian intervention was an aim.29 On top of this Russian troops occupied other 
areas of Georgia apart two break away regions within their former administrative borders 
that was not of any kind of necessity.

The last requirement for humanitarian intervention is that it should be last resort that 
corresponds to the argument of expediency which means that there were no any alternative 
to the use of military force. There were no any substantial negotiations and the response to 
Georgian attack was immediate.30

As we see both parties violated the ceasefire agreement in the break away regions, as well 
as both of them were not entitled to use military force to resolve the conflict, as it violated 
the ceasefire agreement and did not meet the requirements of proportionality and neces-
sity. In case of any claims that Russian party performed the humanitarian intervention it 
should  acknowledge the elements of such intervention, and what important receive an ac-
ceptation from international bodies and international community.

27 President of Russian Federation Dmitry Medvedev, German Federal Councilor Angela Merkel, Press Conference, 
Sochi, August 15, 2008. Embassy of Russian Federation in Oslo, http://www.norway.mid.ru/old/pr150808_rus.html.
28 Responsibility to Protect, para 4.41–4.43
29 Ibid., para 4.39–4.40
30 Ibid., para 4.37–4.38
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Self-Determination and Recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia

Another important issue is the institution of self-determination and its applicability 
to the break away regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. It should be noted that since 
the moment of its creation the scope of the principle was subject to changes. Self-determi-
nation initially (as rather political doctrine) was utilized with reference to the peoples of 
the post-WWI Europe, as well as Russian Empire (1918 Wilsonian Fourteen Points, 1917 
Bolshevik Decree on the right of nations to self-determination). During the period of de-
colonization the scope of the principle merely referred to the areas of self-determination 
of colonial peoples, access to the government by all racial/ethnic groups, ban of foreign 
military occupation. Nowadays, it would make sense not to ignore the possibility of its 
citing within the 2008 Kosovo declaration of Independence, as well as 2008 conflict on 
Caucasus, since the human rights rationales are central within the principle as it embodied 
in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights31 (article 1) and Helsinki Final 
Act.32 The scope of application of the institution is governed by the Declaration on the 
Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples contained in the UN Gen-
eral Assembly resolution 1514 (XV) of 14 December 1960, which related to the process 
of decolonization. The UN General Assembly resolution 2625 (XXV) on the principles of 
International Law of 24 October 1970 foresaw the application of the self-determination 
principle towards other peoples than colonial ones.33 The International Court of Justice 
in the Western Sahara case stated that “the application of the right to self-determination 
requires a free and genuine expression of the will of the peoples concerned”.34

The way of gaining independence based on an authorized military involvement of 
a third state cannot be regarded as legitimate nowadays since the use of military force of 
third party lacking any (even tiny and disputable) authorization can hardly be regarded as 
legitimate means for attaining the independence. This situation is close to the Stimson doc-
trine and the collective non-recognition of illegal situations.35 Self-determination cannot 
be the result of military occupation and threat of force by third party and should be relied 
rather on human rights rationales as democratic governance and will of people. 

In case of people of Abkhazia and South Ossetia the right to self-determination may 
have certain grounds, but it should be noted that this right may be only the outcome of 

31 United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 999, 171 and vol. 1057, 407.
32 Helsinki Final Act signed at the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe on August 1, 1975, 
Helsinki. OSCE, http://www.osce.org/mc/39501.
33 United Nations General Assembly, Resolution 1514 (XV), adopted on 14 December 1960, A/RES/1514(XV). 
UN General Assembly, http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/15/ares15.htm.
United Nations General Assembly, Resolution 2625 (XXV), adopted on 24 October 1970, A/RES/2625(XXV). 
UN General Assembly, http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/25/ares25.htm.
34 Western Sahara, para 55.
35 United States Department of State, Bureau of Public Affairs, Office of the Historian, The Mukden Inci-
dent of 1931 and the Stimson Doctrine, Washington, D.C. US Department of State, http://history.state.gov/
milestones/1921–1936/Mukden_incident (accessed on June 15, 2011).
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democratically held referenda with the participation of all residents of the separatist region 
when the dispute appeared. There were no any referenda which could pretend to be held 
according to appropriate democratic standards and due procedure. It is hard to imagine that 
Abkhazians making just 17 per cent of the population of Abkhazia before ethnic cleansings 
could aspire to enjoy the right to external self-determination. In South Ossetia Georgians 
constituted the substantial minority (about 30 per cent), but Ossetians have been enjoying 
yet their right to self-determination in North Ossetian Republic of Russian Federation. The 
doctrine of International Law, as well as the 1998 Reference re Secession of Quebec case 
foresee the possibility of internal self-determination. The Supreme Court of Canada stated 
that: “The various international documents that support the existence of a people’s right to 
self-determination also contain parallel statements supportive of the conclusion that the 
exercise of such a right must be sufficiently limited to prevent threats to an existing state’s ter-
ritorial integrity or the stability of relations between sovereign states… A state whose govern-
ment represents the whole of the people or peoples resident within its territory, on a basis of 
equality and without discrimination, and respects the principles of self-determination in its 
own internal arrangements, is entitled to the protection under international law of its territo-
rial integrity.” 36 The right to self-determination cannot be used by ethnic minorities in order 
to secede from particular state. In doctrine and practice of international Law the institution 
of self-determination was subdued to the principle of territorial integrity of states. This was 
confirmed by the Opinions 1–3 of the Arbitration Commission on former Yugoslavia.37

In 1999 Abkhazia and in 2006 South Ossetia have held independence referenda. From 
the very beginning they were not recognized as valid by the central authorities in Georgia 
and were criticized by the international community apart Russia. These referenda on in-
dependence of Georgian break away regions were the repetition of those that were held in 
1992 on the same issue. The foreign ministers of the European Union, as well as Council 
of Europe and OSCE refused to recognize the referendum. 

The referendum itself could be held because it related the questions that are essentially 
against the Constitution of Georgia and violated its territorial integrity. The universal prac-
tice in such situations would foresee the definition of rules and the citizens which are enti-
tled to vote in such circumstances. The case of Western Sahara provides that the question of 
persons entitled to vote is very difficult one, and it should be accepted through international 
mechanisms in case if a serious perspective to be recognized is considered. The residents of 
South Ossetia (this relates to the residents of Abkhazia as well) at the moment of the refer-
endum were in vast majority citizens of Russian Federation and per se could not vote in the 
referendum on such matter. This constituted a violation of Georgian sovereignty and is con-
trary to lex excludendi alios formula. Those who possessed Russian citizenship were allowed 
to vote after being granted South Ossetian identity cards without relinquishing Russian 

36 Supreme Court of Canada, Reference re Secession of Quebec, [1998] 2 S.C.R. 217. Supreme Court of Canada 
http://scc.lexum.org/en/1998/1998scr2–217/1998scr2–217.html.
37 W. Czapliński, „Działalność komitetu Arbitrażowego do spraw Jugosławii”, Państwo i Prawo, 1994, Nr 12, 74.
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citizenship, those who had Georgian citizenship were not allowed to vote. As it was stated by 
Svante Cornell of Johns Hopkins University “from a Western perspective, this [referendum] 
does not increase the legitimacy of the local leadership in any sense”.38 In addition, the UN 
Security Council in several resolution with 1808 (2008) being the last one confirmed the 
territorial integrity of Georgia, the principle that is superior to self-determination. 

Recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia 

The general rule and most common rule in the recognition of states in International Law 
derives from the effectiveness principle and foresee that the government of the state enjoys 
effective control over certain territory and population. The formal recognition by other states 
in fact does not preclude the state from its existence. “The creation of state is… a matter of 
fact and not of law”.39 This approach is known as a declaratory theory of recognition. Each 
state even still unrecognized from the very moment of its foundation possess rights and 
 obligations mainly related to the responsibility, non-intervention, minimal human rights 
standards, etc. The  constitutive theory foresee that the existence of state is dependent on the 
recognition by the international community. General humanization of International Law 
led to the situation when the state in order to become recognized should prove that it is 
capable to fulfill its obligations. In December 1991 the European Community adopted the 
Guidelines on the Recognition of New States in Eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union that 
foresaw the following requirements:

– respect for the provisions of the Charter of the United Nations and the commit-
ments subscribed to in the Helsinki Final Act and the Paris Charter, especially with 
regard to the rule of law, democracy and human rights;

– guarantees for the rights of ethnic and national groups and minorities in accord-
ance with the commitments subscribed to in the framework of the CSCE;

– respect for the inviolability of all frontiers which can only be changed by peaceful 
means and by common agreement;

– acceptance of all relevant commitments with regard to disarmament and nuclear 
non-proliferation as well as to security and regional stability;

– commitment to settle by agreement, including where appropriate by recourse to 
arbitration, all questions concerning State succession and regional disputes.

In addition, the Guidelines provided that the European Communities would not rec-
ognize entities which were founded as a result of aggression.40

38 J. Donovan, „Georgia: South Ossetia To Vote In Independence Referendum”, Radio Free Europe, November. 10, 
2006. http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1072641.html (accessed on June 15, 2011).
39 J. Crawford, The Creation of States in International Law, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 4.
40 European Communities, Council of Ministers, Declaration on the „Guidelines on the Recognition of New States 
in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union”, adopted on Dec. 16, 1991. D. Türk, Recognition of States: A Com-
ment, European Journal of International Law, Vol. 4 (1993) No. 1, 72.
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Both Abkhazia and South Ossetia could be hardly recognized as states since they are 
heavily dependent of Russian support since it does not meet the principle of effectiveness. 
The latter in practice controls or has a decisive influence on the both break away prov-
inces of Georgia, and this means that Abkhazia and South Ossetia can be hardly treated 
as sovereign states and be recognized by the civilized nations of international community. 
Apart this the separatists in both provinces violate human rights standards foreseen by 
Helsinki Final Act, Paris Charter. This especially related to the minority rights depriving 
Georgians internally displaced persons the right to return to their homes in Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia. The status of Abkhazia and South Ossetia basically comparable to that of 
Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus that is recognized only by Turkey, and for the rest of 
international community it is still the territory of Cyprus under Turkish occupation. The 
practice of the European Court of Human Rights in Luizidou, Ilaşcu cases provides that 
the occupying party bears full responsibility for the human rights violations according to 
the European Convention on Human Rights and other international legal instruments. 
In 2001 the Committee on the Elimination of racial Discrimination issued report on the 
situation in Abkhazia and South Ossetia where it confirmed discriminatory practices and 
obstruction by the Abkhaz authorities of the voluntary return of displaced populations.41

In August 2008 Georgia submitted the case on the violation of the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) to the International Court 
of Justice claiming that Russia sponsored systematic discrimination of ethnic Georgians.42 
Georgia claimed that since the start of the civil conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia Rus-
sia was the party that actively sponsored separatists an by this it was responsible to the crimes 
committed by its directly or through the separatists authorities in the areas under its effec-
tive control. Russian alleged discriminatory acts were in violation of art. 2–6 of the CERD 
Convention and included murder, torture, rape, deportation and forcible transfer, imprison-
ment, hostage taking, enforced disappearance, plunder, a wanton destruction and unlawful 
expropriation of property not justified by military necessity. Georgia submitted as well the 
request for the prescription of provisional measures. Russia denied that it was responsible 
for the alleged discriminatory acts and stated that the case was not about racial discrimina-
tion, the dispute rather related to the use of force, humanitarian law, territorial integrity.43 

41 Committee on the Elimination of racial Discrimination, Report, General Assembly, Fifty Sixth Session, 
Supplement No. 18 (A/56/18), New York, 2001. United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights, http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/0/29a9383590721399c1256af5005c7ee2/$FILE/N0160153.
pdf (accessed on June 15, 2011).
42 International Court of Justice, Application of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination (Georgia v. Russian Federation), Application instituting proceedings, filed in the Registry 
of the Court on August 12, 2008, General list No. 140, 2008, Hague. International Court of Justice, http://
www.icj-cij.org/docket/files/140/14657.pdf.
43 International Court of Justice, Application of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Racial Discrimination (Georgia v. Russian Federation), Preliminary Objections of the Russian Federation, 
filed on December 1, 2009, General list No. 140, 2009, Hague. International Court of Justice, http://www.
icj-cij.org/docket/files/140/16099.pdf.
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It claimed as well that the matter had not ever been taken to the Committee on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, as well as Georgia did not negotiate on the 
CERD with Russia. The Court disagreed on this and stated that the CERD does not require 
for the Party to approach the Committee and the question of discrimination was raised sev-
eral times during the negotiations. The ICJ then prescribed provisional measures since the 
provisions of the CERD Convention related to the bodily hard and freedom of movement 
can be irreparable.

The aim of Georgia in the case was to establish the jurisdiction of the ICJ over the 
dispute using the CERD. It is not the first case when state initiated the proceedings which 
relate to both, international humanitarian law and CERD. The close situation took place 
in Armed Activities on the Territory of the Congo case where the Democratic Republic 
of Congo alleged that Rwanda was engaged in wrongful acts provided by the CERD and 
other international legal instruments in the territory of the DRC. The Court stated in the 
case that it lacked jurisdiction in the case. Georgia claimed that art. 2 of the CERD that 
states that „Each Party undertakes not to sponsor, defend or support racial discrimination 
by any persons or organizations”. Russia in response stated that art.3 of the CERD does 
not foresee the extraterritorial application of the CERD, but if Georgia proves that Russia 
has jurisdiction over the territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia then the CERD could 
be applied.44

On April 1, 2011 the ICJ found that it did not have the jurisdiction over the case. 
It stated that it was a legal question in the case, but Georgia did not comply with the pre-
condition for the Court on genuine negotiations on the dispute.45 Finally, the ICJ refused 
to judge the case on the merits. 

The 2008 escalation of the conflict in Georgia arose several concerns from the inter-
national community. The escalation itself was a result of poor management of the conflict. 
The most important here is that the peacekeeping force was represented by only Russia, 
and this resulted in the justification its interests in the region. The escalation itself is a re-
sult of the weaknesses of the peacekeeping in the region. The Georgian operation on the 
restoration of constitutional order has questionable legitimacy, while Russian intervention 
has little in common with humanitarian intervention and constitutes rather a breach of in-
ternational peace and security. The subsequent full recognition of Georgian break away re-
gions as independent states and Russian control over them constitutes a violation of Geor-
gian territorial integrity, a principle which is superior to the right to self-determination. 
The recognition of such entities as independent states by the occupying party has limited 
effect for Russia, since it is treated as an occupying party which bears full responsibility for 
the human rights violation in the territory under its effective control.

44 S. Talmon, “The Responsibility of Outside Powers for Acts of Secessionist Entities” International and Comparative 
Law Quarterly Vol. 58 (2009), 493–517.
45 International Court of Justice, Application of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination (Georgia v. Russian Federation), Judgment of April 1, 2011, General list No. 140, 2011, 
Hague. International Court of Justice, http://www.icj-cij.org/docket/files/140/16398.pdf
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The roots of Turkey’s long march toward Europe predate to the Republican period 
and may be tracked back to the Ottoman times. European orientation meant 
Westernization, enlightenment and a move towards modernity. Both Westerniza-

tion and modernization had one purpose and were aimed at saving the predecessor of the 
Turkish Republic- declining Ottoman Empire.

To be more formal, Turkish Republic which emerged as a heir of the Empire, was one 
of the first countries (together with Greece) to develop relations with the arising European 
Community. Since the signing of the Association ( Ankara) Agreement in 1963, Turkey’s 
relationship with the European Union- called the European Economic Community at that 
time- passed through a very difficult path. From the very beginning process of the nation’s 
integration with EU become one of the main points in the agenda of Turkish policy-
makers. However The Community has for a long time been unreceptive to Turkey’s full 
membership on the grounds of the country`s size and location, level of development and 
its predominantly Muslim identity. 

It seems that in the Cold War period Turkey’s desire to join the EU was aimed for 
strengthening country`s links with the Western Block. Here, it has to be said that soon 
after the Second World War the Turkish Republic found itself in the midst of the power 
struggle, especially when the rift between former allies became much more pronounced in 
1946. Several Soviet claims towards Turkey such as border changes on its eastern frontier 
with the USSR and also Soviet demand to have bases in the Turkish Straits for joint con-
trol of the waterway, supported by troop movements in Bulgaria and the Caucasus caused 
turmoil in Turkey and became a point of concern for the Turkish policymakers. It was the 
time when the US administration was seeking to prevent Soviet encroachment towards the 
Middle East; thus Turkey due to its geographical location became crucially important for 
that strategy.1 On the other hand it clearly seems that the primary intention of the leaders 
of the Western Europe at that time was to ensure the West European countries security 

1 Meliha Benli Altunışık and Özlem Tür, Turkey, Challenges of continuity and change (London&New York: 
Routledge, 2005), 102–103.
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above all. This is why, as the Cold War was progressing Turkish politicians were pushed to 
search the support of the USA. Turkey applied to become a NATO member in 1950 and 
finally, mainly due to US support become a member of this organization in 1952. Thus the 
US became Turkey’s main strategic partner in both political and military area. 

It seems that in that time Turkey’s interest to become a part of the western alliance 
overlapped with US` interest to have strong ally in the forthcoming Cold War conflict. 
As former US` ambassador to Turkey remarked: “[...] Turkey is rightly considered as one 
of our reliable partners, and few nations enjoys so much prestige in this country. When 
in February 1952 the Grand National Assembly of Turkey voted 404 to 0, with no ab-
stention, to accept the invitation to membership extended by the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization, an era ended for Turkey and a new one began. Once for all, Turkey had 
become an integral part of Europe and the West. The impact of this event, together with 
the simultaneous adherence to NATO of Greece, has had a marked effect upon the balance 
of power between the Soviet block and the free nations of the world, extending beyond the 
Balkans and the Caucasus to the whole strategic complex of the cold war. [...] No longer 
can the Soviets hope for Turkish neutrality in the event of a major world conflict. No 
longer is there any possibility that they can invade the Middle East without engaging the 
Turkish divisions standing ready at the Erzurum line [...]. Despite the vulnerability of Iran, 
an easy Soviet victory in the Middle East is blocked. Russia is confronted with the necessity 
of allocating a substantial portion of her forces available for a drive against Western Europe 
to the neutralization of the Turkish forces and bases.”2 

Summarizing, during the whole Cold War period and afterwards there were several 
reasons of the US` support for Turkey and here a special reference must be made to the 
concept of Turkey as a “pivotal state”. Turkey fully fills all the requirements of such a state: 
population, location, economic and military potential. However its defining quality is the 
potential to affect regional and international stability; what happens in Turkey, including 
the country`s political evolution, is assumed to have wider consequences for the regional 
and international environment, or its better to say that even possibility of Turkey’s decline 
might result in destabilization and uncertainty in whole region. This underlines country`s 
significance.3 Thus it seems that the US` desire to have an important and predictable ally 
in regions such as the Balkans and the Middle East, was a reason for strengthening bilateral 
relations with Turkey and also for giving her strong support in the negotiations with EU. 
In this vein the US has been a consistent advocate for Turkish integration in Europe, in-
cluding of course membership in the European Union. Without any doubts the US made 
this approach based the on strategic grounds, arguing that integration in Europe is an es-
sential guarantee of country`s Western orientation in the future. 

Mainly for all this reasons the US become the main supporter of the Turkey’s integra-
tion into the EU from the very beginning . As it was mentioned the key objective here was 
2 George C. McGhee, “Turkey joins the West”, Foreign Affairs 32 (July 1954): 617–618. 
3 F. Stephen Larrabee and Ian O. Lesser, Turkish Foreign Policy in an Age of Uncertainty (Santa Monica: Rand 
Publications, 2003), 2–3.
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to anchor Turkey to the West by integrating it into its institutional settings. The first goal-
Turkey’s accession into NATO was reached in 1952, whereas the second one was attempted 
to be realized in the whole Cold War period and, as it will be shown, afterwards. 

Interesting is that Turkey’s accession to NATO helped to secure Turkey’s security 
whereas country suffered serious economic problems in the 1950`s. It has to be said that 
in 1950 Turkey experienced governmental change when the Republican-People’s Party, 
which stayed in power for more than 20 years, was replaced by Democrat Party. The new 
government implemented economical policy based on foreign credits and help, mainly 
on the US` support. This policy until 1955 fruited in increasing rate of development in 
Turkey but afterwards, especially when the US decided to limit it’s help for Turkey, it led 
to a serious economical difficulties. The US advised Menderes`s government through the 
International Monetary Fund to implement several radical steps in order to overcome ap-
proaching economical crisis. When Menderes`s government refused, the US significantly 
limited it’s economical help for Turkey.4 Thus Turkish authorities began to search for new 
economic resources. What is more on July 15 1959 Greece applied to the European Com-
mon Market for associate membership. Turkish rapid reaction was an application made 
on July 31 1959. From the very beginning Turkey was seeking for US support in that 
matter. Although the military coup in 1960 caused some turmoil in Turkey, the National 
Unity Committee which came to power, immediately declared their fidelity to the western 
alliance and soon asked US for a pressure on her European allies to overcome Turkey’s 
financial problems. The clear answer to the Turkish demand appeared in the US National 
Security Council’s Report of October 5 1960 and is as follows: Improvement in the eco-
nomic climate in Turkey will also strengthen Turkey’s case for association with the Euro-
pean Economic Community. Successful association of Turkey with the EEC would be in 
the US interest since Turkey’s trading position would be strengthened, thereby lessening 
the danger of Turkey’s ever becoming excessively reliant upon Soviet Block markets for 
disposing of its exports. Furthermore, association would probably lead to additional devel-
opment funds for Turkey and generally to the acceptance by the EEC countries of greater 
responsibility for Turkey’s economic and political fortunes”5. 

As a result of the positive attitude of the main European powers and due to US` sup-
port in that matter, the EC signed a partnership agreement with Turkey on 13 September 
1963, only two years after the admission of Greece. 

As it was mentioned in a previous part of this article, future Turkey’s route to the EU 
did not follow a smooth path. For mentioned reasons Community has been unreceptive to 
Turkey’s full membership. 

Turkey’s domestic politics did not help in this respect either. Turkey’s failure to  convert 
the 1974` military intervention in Cyprus to an internationally acceptable political  initiative 

4 Erhan Çağrı, “ABD ve NATO`yla ilişkiler”, in Türk dış politikası, Kurtuluş Savaşından bügüne Olgülar,  Belgeler, 
Yorumlar, 1919–1980, ed. Baskın Oran, 560–561 (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2004). 
5 Foreign Relations of the US, 1958–1960, Volume X , http://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1958–
60v10p2/pg_893, 893. 
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seriously deteriorated country’s relations with EU. One can claim that the Cyprus inter-
vention was an impulse which gave strong impetus for Greece’s membership to the EC in 
1981, thus damaging Turkey’s relations with the Community. Also the negative influence 
of 1980 military coup cannot be underestimated. For that reasons, applying in 1987 for 
full-membership Turkey was confronted with a changed Europe. This “new” Europe was 
an entity which placed far more emphasis than in the past on the values of democracy like 
the civil and human rights. What’s more- the collapse of the communist regimes in Eastern 
Europe and willingness of such countries like Poland or Hungary to join the EU was, as 
Philip Robins points out, an “unforeseen configuration of history” which surely did not 
help Turkey in country’s effort to become member of the Community6. It’s also important 
to say that although Turkey has enjoyed formal democracy since 1950, its democratic 
standards as well as almost permanent turmoil within political system were not the EU`s 
most desirable features of the future member7. 

In the post Cold War era the overlapping interests of both countries become much 
more diverse but arguably no less important. Thus the US became increasingly active in 
promoting Turkey’s membership in the EU. Firstly, US lobbing had serious impact on 
signing the Custom Union between Turkey and the UE in 1995. Special US` Envoy Ri-
chard Holbrook played a vital role in that time negotiations and greatly contributed in 
signing the final agreement.8 Later, following the disappointments of the Luxembourg 
Summit (1997) the Clinton administration provided active diplomatic support for Turk-
ish initiatives. This help was, in part, instrumental in securing a favourable outcome for 
Turkey at the Helsinki Summit (1999). In the aftermath of Helsinki, American backup 
was also critical in terms of seeking a durable and mutually acceptable solution to the Cy-
prus dispute.9However the Copenhagen Summit of December 2002 revealed the limits of 
American power in supporting Turkey in accession process.    

It is obvious that as a global super-power US is enough influential to pressure EU 
over the Turkey’s integration with Community. However, it’s important to say that US has 
rather limited abilities in supporting so called Turkey’s deep integration. One of the main 
reasons of this situation is that Turkey’s future membership in the EU would not generate 
any explicit costs for the US. The potential costs of Turkey’s accession as well as all difficul-
ties would have to be overcome by the EU. Furthermore, the UE is a much more inward-
oriented and much less security-oriented entity than the US. In that sense Turkey with its 
partnership with US, often is viewed rather as a security liability than a security asset. This 

6 Phil Robins, Suits and Uniforms, Turkish Foreign Policy since the Cold War (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 2003), 108.
7 For limitations of Turkish democracy see: Fuat Keyman, Türkiye ve Radikal Demokrasi (İstanbul: Bağlam 
Yayınları 1999). 
8 Turkey decided not to obstacle Cyprus’s accession to the EU. In exchange Greece promised not to 
veto EU s̀  Custom Union Agreement with Turkey. About R. Holbrook`s role in negotiations see: Clemens H. 
Dood, The Cyprus Imbroglio (New York: Eothen Press, 1998), 111–112. 
9 Negotiations process of the so called „Annan Plan” begun in 2000. 
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perception is based on the fear that the Turkey’s incorporation would link EU explicitly to 
a highly unstable part of the world, thus importing instability into the EU10. 

Without any doubts, the tragic events of November 11 put strong influence on the 
nature of US` backup for Turkey in its integration process. First of all, we have to say 
that the increase of support provided by the US was clearly motivated by its security 
priorities. There were two dimensions of this support, in the long-run US seemed to fa-
vour a strengthening of so called “Turkish model” which means a secular and democratic 
state with a predominantly Muslim population11. In the short-run it seems that the main 
goal was to ensure Turkey’s cooperation in US quest to overthrow the Saddam regime. 
This support became particularly evident with the disclosure of the Annan Plan in No-
vember 2002

However, the unexpected decision of Turkish Parliament not to ratify a decision in-
volving the deployment of American troops in Turkish territory on March 1, 2003, caused 
a major stalemate in bilateral relations between USA and Turkey, thus shocking the pro-
Turkish Bush Administration and the defence establishment in Washington. It seems that 
the unexpected decision of the Turkish Parliament takes beginning in complex domestic 
affairs, analysing this reasons is not a part of this paper but it has to be said that paradoxi-
cally this decision brought Turkey to a closest point ever in its negotiations with EU.

First of all, the political leadership in Turkey could give impetus to the reform process 
by weakening the anti-EU elements inside the country and underscoring the importance 
of Turkey’s European orientation. Secondly, it helped to deal with argument often heard in 
policy circles, especially in France and Germany, that Turkey is too pro-US and could be 
a US tool inside the UE.12 My opinion is that deterioration of relations with US, somehow 
pushed Turkey towards EU in order to avoid total isolation. With this background the gov-
erning Justice and Development Party was able to implement package of reforms towards 
the EU accession in summer 2003.

 As it was shown the decision of Turkish Parliament on the one hand caused major crisis 
with country’s relations with US, on the other somehow brought Turkey closer to the EU. 
Although nowadays a future of whole Turkey’s accession process seems to be very little re-
lated to this issue, a fact is that historic decision of the European Council on December 17, 
2004 to open up accession negotiations with Turkey in October 2005 was another major 
step in the whole, lasting over 40 years, process. However it would be a mistake to think 
that Turkey distanced itself from the US and also that country doesn’t need US` support 
anymore. I would argue that some post-war developments which took place soon after the 
war should be regarded as some kind of attempts to check if two countries are still partners 

10 Barry Buzan, “The European Union and Turkey”, Survival 41, no. 1 (Spring 1999): 41–57. 
11 For details about “Turkish model” see: İdris Bal, Turkey’s Relations with the West and Turkic Republics: The Rise 
and Fall of the Turkish Model (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000).
12 Idris Bal, Sedat Laçiner and Mehmet Özcan, European Union with Turkey, The possible Impact of Turkey’s Mem-
bership on The European Union (Ankara: Uluslararası Stratejik Araştırmalar Kurumu Yayınları, 2005), 71. 
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or not.13 As it was shown, it seems that they still are and also would be in long run. Although 
without any doubts, the Iraqi War opened new chapter in history of the Middle East, the 
Turkey’s role in that region doesn’t seem to decrease. Quite contrary, I would argue that it 
would be increasing, thus Turkey still will be extremely important for the US. On the other 
hand it seems that Turkey will still have strong need of US` support in its relations with the 
European Union, mainly due to Cyprus issue. Failure of the acceptance of the Annan Plan 
in 2004 by Greek Cypriot side once again proved of importance of this conflict. The US, 
as a balancing factor, has a critical role to play in this context. It seems that Turkey has to 
keep in mind the potential US` influence which may be crucial in ending dispute which still 
is the single most important obstacle on Turkey’s path towards the EU. 

Summarizing I would say that it is well understood by the American policymakers that 
Turkey as a natural successor of the Ottoman Empire and a “bridge state” can undertake 
mediation between rival countries in the Middle East and the Balkans. The future role of 
Turkey in reconstructing Iraq also cannot be underestimate by the US. Its advantages are 
the heritage of Ottoman Empire on the one hand, and respect to general western values 
shaped in the Turkish Republic since it’s very beginning. Thus, although bilateral rela-
tions have been temporary undermined, both countries still have similar and overlapping 
approaches, expectations and worries regarding several not only regional but also global 
issues. Turkey, without any doubts will still appreciate influence of strong ally like US. 
An ally who is enough influential to help country to deal with problems around its borders 
and also with economical issues. The US are also happy to have Islamic country as an ally, 
in it’s strategy Turkey is supposed to counterbalance an influence of some Islamic states like 
Iran. Also the Turkey’s role in propagating mentioned previously Turkish Model cannot be 
underestimated. Thus, in long-run, the future of US-Turkey partnership seems to be un-
wavered and US support for Turkey in its route to membership in UE will be continued. 
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In the last decades of the Ottoman rule, the conflicting interests of the Greek 
and the Bulgarian nationalisms (and also Serbian, and later Slavo-Macedonian, 
Albanian and Turkish nationalisms) made Macedonia1 and Thrace2 a battlefield 

of educational competition, religious propaganda, and at the turn of the century of guerilla 
confrontations. In the period from 1870 until the end of the Balkan Wars, the local Mac-
edonian population became the focus of the competing nationalist campaigns of Serbia, 
Bulgaria, and Greece, “each of which sent priests, teachers, and bands of guerilla fighters 
to terrorize the local Macedonian population and forced them to adopt a Serbian, Bulgar-
ian or Greek nationality”.3 The supporters of one or another national cause insisted on 
the definitive orientations and sentiments of belonging of the populations of Macedonia. 
However, ethnic identities were rather fluid concerning the inhabitants of the region at 
least in the first half of the nineteenth century, and regarding language; bilinguality (Greek, 
Slavic) was common among its Orthodox Slavic-speaking peoples.4 History, folklore, and 
archaeology were used to furnish arguments in order to prove the belonging of these re-
gions to particular ethnic/national groups. As the dispute over the name of the Republic 
of Macedonia after independence in 1991 has shown, the controversy over Macedonia 

1 Under Ottoman rule after 1864, the term ‘Macedonia’ referred to the three vilayets (provinces) of the Empire, 
namely Saloniki, Monastir and Kosovo. However, the region was not called ‘Macedonia’ by the Ottomans; the 
name ‘Macedonia’ gained currency with the ascent of rival nationalisms. See Victor Roudometof, Nationalism, 
Globalization, and Orthodoxy. The Social Origins of Ethnic Conflict in the Balkans, (London: Greenwood Press, 
2001), 142. In the article, I use the term in its geographical and regional sense. 
2 The region Thrace comprised of the three vilayets of Adrianople, Constantinople, and Eastern Rumelia. 
3 Loring M. Danforth, The Macedonian Conflict. Ethnic Nationalism in a Transnational World, (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1995), 50–51. 
4 Roudometof, Nationalism, 144. It is worth recalling the example of Miladinov brothers, the Greek-educated 
natives of western Macedonia who later adopted a Bulgarian nationalist outlook, and even published a folk 
song collection of Bulgarian Macedonian songs in Zagreb in 1861. Konstantin and Dimitar Miladinov were 
claimed in the 1970s by the Macedonian history writing as heroes of ‘a Macedonian national renaissance’ in 
the 19th century. 
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and the Macedonian identity is still with us. Looking from the Greek side, these debates 
have revealed and emphasized the “border character of the (Greek) Macedonian culture”, 
a narrative which tried to domesticate the Slav-speaking minority of Greek Macedonia.5 
This article will provide a reading of the ethnic/national conflict in the Balkans from the 
perspective of the secular nationalist segments of the Greek Orthodox educated elite of 
Istanbul in the 1870s, by zooming into three contested domains of symbolic practices; 
namely folklore, history, and the discursive domain in which the meaning and the borders 
of the ‘Orthodox community’ was negotiated. 

In the early 1870s, the majority of the Istanbuliote Greek-speaking upper classes and 
the middle-class professionals took an uncompromising stance (in opposition to the mild 
approach of, e.g. the pro-Russian groups within the high clergy), which can be designated 
as an ‘ethno-centrist’ outlook, on the issue of the Bulgarian national movement and the 
establishment of the Exarchate.6 As a result of the radicalization also of the traditional 
groups within the community who exerted pressure on the Patriarch, and the gradual 
marginalization of the “compromising” faction led by the neo-Phanariots, the Patriarchate 
of Constantinople in September 1872 declared the Bulgarian Church as ‘schismatic’ and 
denunciated any attempt of ‘ethnophyletism’ in the body of the Orthodox community.7 
Furthermore, two significant figures of the financial elite of the Ottoman capital, the Greek 
Orthodox bankers Christakis Zografos and Georgios Zarifis shared in the discourses of the 
radical ethno-centrist groups regarding the Bulgarian issue and showed their interest in the 
dissemination of Greek education in the European provinces of the Empire by sponsor-
ing schools and educational associations (syllogoi) in major cities of Thrace like Plovdiv/
Philippoupoli, Edirne/Adrianople, and in Istanbul itself. Hence, while they increased their 
social status through these benevolent acts, at the same time they played an important 
role in the decentralization of the inspection of the networks of education, at the expense 
of the Patriarchate which was entitled by the Ottoman administration to take care of the 
educational matters of the Rum milleti. Regarding the vilayets in Macedonia, as Bernard 
Lory noted, in the last decades of the 19th century, education was less and less financed by 
the local communities organized by the local ecclesiastical authority, and more and more 
by the relatively distant institutions such as the sillogoi, Exarchate, or the Balkan states.8 

5 Antonis Liakos, “Historical Time and National Space in Modern Greece” in Regions in Central and Eastern 
Europe: Past and Present, ed. Tadayuki Hayashi and Fukuda Hiroshi, (Sapporo: Slavic Euroasian Studies 15, 
2007), 213. 
6 Dimitrios Stamatopoulos, Metarrithmisi kai Ekkosmikeusi. Pros mia Anasinthesi tis Istorias tou Oikoumenikou 
Patriarhiou ton 19o Aiona (Reform and Secularization: Towards a Reconstruction of the History of the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate), (Athens: Alexandria, 2003), 218.
7 A micro analysis of the dynamics between the rivaling status and interest groups within the Patriarchate of 
Constantinople has been provided excellently by Dimitrios Stamatopoulos. For a detailed analysis of the pro-
cess which led to the declaration of the Schism. Ibid., 339–343.
8 Bernard Lory, “Schools for the Destruction of Society: School Propaganda in Bitola, 1860–1912,” in Conflict-
ing Loyalties in the Balkans. The Great Powers, the Ottoman Empire and Nation-Building, eds. Hannes Grandits, 
Nathalie Clayer, and Robert Pichler, (London: I. B. Tauris, 2011), 54.
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In this context, to further their aims of spreading the Greek language and education among 
the Orthodox Christian populations of the Balkans who were claimed by Bulgarian and 
Serbian nationalisms, the Greek Orthodox cultural and financial elite founded two edu-
cational societies in Istanbul, namely the Epirot and the  Thracian  Educational Societies,9 in 
order to organize their activity towards certain aims, such as to collect financial sources, 
grant fellowships to students from the region to study at the Greek high schools in Istanbul 
and Smyrna, select and appoint teachers to teach at the Greek schools of the region, and to 
specify the teaching manuals to be taught at those schools. 

In general terms, the history textbooks used in the first and second level education 
made sure that the children learned the deeds of their glorious ancestors, compared im-
plicitly the past and the present, and conveyed an idea of “progress”, not really in the sense 
which was articulated in the 18th and 19th century but a conception of “progress” which 
meant a static imitation of the ancient Greek culture.10 Outside of the classrooms, adults 
gathered in cultural clubs and societies, organized contests for the collections of poems, 
songs, and proverbs, and rewarded those who laid the milestones of composing a corpus 
of national folklore. They talked about the past epochs and events, listened to European 
experts who talked to them about the ancient Greek philosophers, Byzantine emperors, or 
about the survivals of ancient Greek modes in their church music, and positioned them-
selves in specific identity discourses through which they articulated their “Europeanness” 
as the descendants of ancient Greeks, and argued for a three thousand years of unbroken 
cultural continuity. 

Songs from Rhodope: Folklore and South-Slav Nationalism

In 1868, Serbian and Russian newpapers announced the discovery of ancient poems 
in Macedonia, the so-called ‘songs from Rhodope’. The reports actually referred to the 
folk song collection Narodni Pesni na Makedonskite Bulgari11 (Folksongs of the Macedo-
nian Bulgarians) compiled and published by Stephan Verkovich, a Serbian ethnologist 
from Bosnia. The Catholic-educated Verkovich became committed to the idea of forming 
a south-Slavic federation under Serbian control, and supported the struggle of the Bulgar-
ians to emancipate themselves from the guardianship of the Patriarchate of Constantinople 
and to restore their own church hierarchy. Indicating a telling example of shifting priori-
ties between national and regional layers of identity; he served as an agent of the Serbian 
government in Macedonia between 1862 and 1876, however, after 1868 his sympathy 

9 Haris Exertzoglou, Ethniki Tautotita stin Konstantinoupoli ton 19o Aiona (National identity in Constantinople 
in the 19th century), (Athens: Nefeli, 1996), 25–26. 
10 Christina Koulouri, Istoria kai Geographia sta Ellinika Sholeia (1834–1914) (History and Geography at the 
Greek Schools (1834–1914)), (Athens: The Historical Archive of the Greek Youth, 1988), 46. 
11 Stefan Verkovich, Narodni Pesni na Makedonskite Bulgari (The Folksongs of the Macedonian Bulgarians or 
Bulgarians in Macedonia), (Belgrade, 1860) [Sofia, 1966]. 
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with the local population led him to dissociate from the official position of Belgrade. His 
attempt of collecting and publishing folk songs was typically in the tradition of the Balkan 
romantic nationalisms which often turned to folkloric material in their endeavour. 

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, scholars, thinkers, and  artists 
in Europe, rejecting the social and political ideals and the scientific rationalism of the 
 Enlightenment, tended toward Romantic worldviews and models regarding the various 
aspects of human aesthetic and intellectual experience, e.g. promoting the importance of 
strong emotions in aesthetic experience or turning to tradition, folk wisdom and folk art in 
fabricating an idealized past of their countries. In the art of the time, images and representa-
tions of exotic lands and peoples were abundant. Exactly during this period, the Romantic 
literary, ethnographic, and artistic interest in the oral traditions, folk songs, epics and poems 
of the peoples of the Balkan Peninsula living under the Ottoman rule, which built on and 
at the same time reinforced the ‘exoticized’ and ‘orientalized’ representation of the Balkans 
which was invented as Europe’s ‘Other’12 overlapped in a curious way with the ‘project’ of 
liberating these enslaved peoples, pursued by the European liberal and romantic politicians, 
intellectuals, publicists, and poets.13 The European Romanticists and the Balkan national-
ist revolutionaries alike had an essentialized view on literary ‘relics’ like the epic poems and 
songs which they saw as interwoven with the life of the whole nation and as expressions of 
the ‘national spirit’. Not surprisingly then, these epic texts were reinterpreted and certain as-
pects of them were selected and highlighted in new, extra-literary contexts at given historical 
junctures during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.14 At another level, the collections 
of folk poems and songs often accompanied broader projects of linguistic reform – the stand-
ardization and codification of the vernacular and turning it into a literary language – which 
were aimed at by the same ethnologists and folklorists who published these collections. 

The Bosnian folklorist Stephan Verkovich wrote in the prologue of The Folksongs of the 
Macedonian Bulgarians that he traveled nine years in Macedonia and in the neighboring ar-
eas in Turkey in order to study the old Slavic folk relics and monuments, an effort that came 
to fruition with his collection of Bulgarian folk songs. He presented his book “to the public 

12 Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe. The Map of Civilization on the Mind of Enlightenment, (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1994).
13 For an interesting insight into a case of transformation within the course of a decade from literary-artistic to 
political action in the example of the English poet Byron and the Greek independence, see Roderick Beaton, 
“From Ancient to Modern: Byron, Shelley, and the Idea of Greece”, (paper presented at the international sym-
posium ‘Athens Dialogues’, Athens, November 26–29, 2010). Beaton argued that Byron’s decision to commit 
himself to the cause of Greek freedom was “the culmination of a poetic and ideological development that had 
consistently sought to break through the limiting barrier of words (a perennial dilemma for Romantic artists) 
so as to change the course of things in the world of real politics and action”.
14 Milica Bakic-Hayden, “National Memory as Narrative Memory: The Case of Kosovo,” in Balkan Identities. 
Nation and Memory, ed. Maria Todorova, (London: C. Hurst, 2004), 27. Bakic-Hayden’s interesting article 
centers on the epic poems of Kosovo which were collected, published and promoted by the Serbian folklor-
ist and language reformer Vuk Stefanovic Karadzic. Karadzic published the collection of oral epic poems in 
Vienna in 1814.
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attention of Bulgarian and other Slavic art-lovers”. “These songs”, he continued, “belong to 
that part of the Slavic community which is less known among all Slavs who live in the Turk-
ish Empire” and lamentingly he added, “These Slavs live in the Macedonian areas but are 
considered and written about by the Western scholars as Greeks or Vlachs”.15 Furhermore, 
he argued that in the region between the Rhodopes and the Aegean, the most numerous 
group were the Slavs. Asserting his opinion on the ethnic identity and the sense of belonging 
of this group, Verkovich wrote that, he named the folk songs Bulgarian, not Slavic because, 
“today if you ask a Slav in Macedonia what his belonging is, he will say I am Bulgarian and 
my language is Bulgarian even if fairly educated people call themselves Slavobulgarians”. 

Populist nationalism, as it was in the nineteenth-century Balkans more or less an ad-
aptation of Russian populism of the 1860s, was a favourable outlet for the radical activists 
of countries or autonomous provinces with largely rural and traditional populations.16 
Stephan Verkovich’s nationalist rhetoric shared many elements such as the Slavic national 
consciousness, Slavic spirit, Orthodox faith, and language with the populist tendencies of 
some of the Serbian intelligentsia who defended the superiority of the Orthodox Slav civi-
lization and the Serbian patriarchal traditions. So, in the spirit of the populism of his time, 
Verkovich considered his folk song collection “as a means of education and the progress 
of the ‘narod’ (people)”, at the same time sharing an ideology of progress, in the name of 
which, also the Bulgarian and the Greek activists were seeking to infuse the urban and rural 
inhabitants of the Balkans with their own nationalist propaganda. 

In his later work, Verkovich’s cultural nationalism turned to a genuine Hellenophobia 
accompanied by pan-Slavist tendencies, aspiring to advance ancient Slavic culture in place 
of Greek culture as the bearer of civilization.17 We have to mention his major work Veda 
Slovena (1874, 1881) which was probably more well-known than the previously mentioned 
collection of folk songs. These two volumes comprised the pre-historical and pre-Christian 
Age epic folk songs and legends of the Pomaks, the Bulgarian-speaking Muslims living in 
Eastern Macedonia, in the mountainous region between Pirin and west Rhodopes, which 
after the first Balkan War in 1912 was lost by the Ottoman Empire and divided between 
Greece and Bulgaria.18 The authenticity of this work has been debated until present. “Para-
doxically”, Miglena Hristozova observed, “the programmatic proclamation of Veda Slovena 
as ancient Slavic-Thracian epos led barely to its reception as an authentic witness of its time 

15 Verkovich, Narodni Pesni, 1–19. 
16 Diana Mishkova, “The Uses of Tradition and National Identity in the Balkans,” in Balkan Identities, 285. 
17 See Boyan Manchev, “Stefan Verkovich: Veda Slovena,” in Discourses of Collective Identity in Central and 
Southeast Europe (1770–1945), Texts and Commentaries vol. II, eds. Balazs Trencsenyi and Michal Kopecek, 
(Budapest: CEU Press, 2007), 182. Verkovich’s arguments paralleled those of Georgi Sava Rakovski who 
claimed that Bulgarians were the most ancient inhabitants of Europe. 
18 See Miglena Hristozova’s work on the relationships between the narrativity of Balkan experiences, the dis-
semination of the folk epic Veda Slovena, and the identity of the Pomaks. Miglena Hristozova, “Die Erz�hl-Miglena Hristozova, “Die Erz�hl-
barkeit der Erfahrung am Beispiel von Veda Slovena. Die wandelbare Identit�t der Pomaken“, in Erfahrung 
und Geschichte. Historische Sinnbildung im Pränarrativen, eds. Thiemo Breyer und Daniel Creutz, (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2010), 301–316. 
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of emergence, but rather it was perceived and received as a recording of the epic traditions 
from the time of the Ottoman rule”.19 In Veda Slovena, Verkovich argued that the inhabit-
ants of the Rhodope Mountains, the Pomaks were the most ancient and pre-historic people 
of Thrace, by showing their hymns to the mythic poet and musician Orpheus, as a witness. 
As yet another challenge to Greek cultural nationalism, the philological theses that he ad-
vocated implied the influence of the Slavic epic on Homer’s work. He also claimed that the 
Slavs migrated to the region from East Asia or the Indian Peninsula; the legends in the col-
lection hinted at connections with the Indian Vedas and the unclear etymologies of place 
names tried to connect the Balkan Peninsula with migrations from India and China.

 
A “Lesson” on Ancient History at the Thracian Society 

On 15 October 1872, Heracles Vasiades, a physician by profession, an influential Istan-
buliote Greek, delivered an impassioned speech at the inauguration of the ‘Thracian Educa-
tional Society’. As he said at the beginning, the reason for his talk was the “ridiculously con-
structed claims” of a new-fangled bizarre historical insight, according to which, the people 
who settled in Thrace and Macedonia in the 6th century AD with the permission of the Byz-
antine emperors, were the autochothones of these lands since time immemorial. As evidence 
and proof, Vasiades exclaimed, “they bring tales about Daphne, the Pomakian muses, and 
songs from the so called pre-historical epoch, which will soon be published in Belgrade!”20

H. Vasiades was born in a town in Epirus, a region in northwest Greece in 1821. He 
received his high school education at the Great School of the Nation in Phanar (Constan-
tinople), a major school of the Phanariote, Greek Orthodox and Bulgarian families of the 
Ottoman Empire. After his graduation, he continued his studies in Athens, in Paris where 
he studied medicine, and in Berlin. He received his degree in medicine in Berlin, where at 
the same time he followed the lectures of the renowned philologist August Böckh. After 
finishing his studies there, he first went back to Athens upon the offer of a professorship in 
Greek Philology at the University of Athens, but then decided to return to Istanbul in 1859 
where he started teaching philosophy in the Great School of the Nation upon the request 
of Patriarch Joachim.21 He became the pioneering force behind the promotion of the Greek 
letters in the Ottoman capital and the foundation of the ‘Greek Literary Society’ there in 
1861.22 As the first chairman of this society Vasiades advocated a secular  education which 
19 Ibid., 305. 
20 Heracles Vasiades, Thrakikos itoi Peri tis Arhaias Thrakis kai ton Laon Autis (Thracian. Ancient Thrace and its 
Peoples), (Constantinople: I. A. Vretou, 1872), 5–6. 
21 Anonymous, “Konstantinos Herocles Vasiades ,” Kleio, vol. 3 no.19(67), Leipzig, 1/13 October 1887. 
22 Konstantinos Th. Dimaras, Ellinikos Romantismos (Greek Romanticism), Neoellinika Meletimata 7, (Athens: 
Hermes, 1982), 399–401. Dimaras writes that Vasiades was planning to gather the representatives of all the 
societies (the ones in Greece and Ottoman Empire) in ‘synods’ as he called them, every three years, in order 
to achieve their synchronous functioning, upon the example of the supranational attempts of Slavs, Germans 
and Italians. 
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sometimes met the reaction of the Patriarchate.23 Furthermore, opposing the pan-Slavist 
turn of Russia, he sympathised with the anti-royalist and the constitutionalist movements 
in the Hellenic Kingdom. In recent history writing on the Rum milleti during the period of 
the post-Crimean War restructuration and laicization, Heracles Vasiades, considering his 
social and intellectual networks and his political activism has been singled out as one of the 
major representatives of the ethnocentrist ideology.24 

Vasiades’s history “lesson” began with the contacts between the ancient Thracians and 
Greeks in the 5th century BC., and provided a continuous history of the Greek or the 
 Hellenized ethnic groups of ancient Thrace25 who carried the Greek culture from the clas-
sical period to the times after the fall of Constantinople. At every historical juncture, he 
returned to his major goal to defeat the contemporary Bulgarian claims and stressed that 
the Slavs did not have any inscriptions or any monuments that have survived in Thrace. 
For a continuous scheme, of course, the Roman Empire had to be hellenized, giving the 
“Greek” political organization and customs as evidence, pointing out to the survival of 
inscriptions, coins and architectural elements, Vasiades claimed that “not only during the 
Hellenistic and the Macedonian epochs but also unter the Roman rule, the Greek culture 
was predominant.”26 

It is worthwhile to focus on the details of the talk to see which disciplinary traditions 
Vasiades referred to in order to construct his arguments. To begin with, in the 1870s, 
folklore was more or less institutionalized as a discipline in Greece. The state-sponsored 
folkloric studies in Greece was concerned with the survival of local traditions – also with 
demonstrating the contunity and unity of the Greek culture back to antiquity – with 
an interest in “dialects as survivals from the nation’s uncorrupted prehistory”.27 Com-
parative philology seems to be quite popular among the prolific members of the ‘Greek 
Literary Society’ in Istanbul who produced considerable amount of treatises on ancient 
alphabets, systems of languages, and epics. There were varying views regarding the his-
tory of the linguistic systems within the Literary Society, however, the published texts of 
Heracles Vasiades’s two lectures, where he discussed the origins of the languages, tended 
to see ancient Greece as essentially European or Aryan, giving no credit to Egyptian or 

23 For the differing positions of the Greek Literary Society and the Patriarchate of Constantinople regarding the 
education of the Christian Orthodox (Rum) in the Ottoman Empire, see Sia Anagnostopoulou, Mikra Asia, 
19 ai.–1919, i ellinorthodoxi koinotites, apo to millet ton Romion sto Elliniko ethnos (Asia Minor, The Greek-
Orthodox Communities. From Rum Millet to the Hellenic Nation), (Athens: Ellinika Grammata, 1998), 
290–301. 
24 Stamatopoulos, Metarrithmisi kai Ekkosmikeusi, 215–218. 
25 Vasiades, referring to the fourth book of Herodote, defined ancient Thrace as the region which lay, in the 
west, from Struma to Danube and in the north from Danube, bounded by the Black Sea and the Thracian 
Bosphorus in the east, extended to the Dardanelles and the Aegean in the south, and in the west bordered to 
the Illyrian lands.
26 Vasiades, Thrakikos, 33–35. 
27 Robert S. Peckham, “Internal Colonialism: Nation and Region in Nineteenth-century Greece,” in Balkan 
Identities, 52. 
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Semitic  influences.28 During his speech at the Thracian Society, the Epirote physician led 
his audience through the adventures of the ancient peoples who inhabited Thrace, with 
a focus on their linguistic and cultural relationships to the Greeks. One of the issues he 
tackled was how the Thracian poets and musicians transmitted to the Greeks the “gifts 
of the Muses”, as he said, as written in the ancient historical sources. He cited largely 
from the works of the two German scholars Karl Otfried Müller29 and Heinrich Friedrich 
Otto Abel. Repeating them, Vasiades claimed that in the ancient times, a people speaking 
a language which was foreign to Greeks, could not have transmitted any cultural traits to 
them, hence if they were singing in a foreign language, they could not have inspired and 
touched the Greeks. This line of reasoning led to the conclusion that the ancient Thra-
cians and the Greeks had to be from the same phyle (tribe or descent) and speak the same 
language.30 Furthermore, Vasiades took pains to demonstrate that the ancient inhabitants 
of Thrace were the tribes of Thracian-Pelasgics, Phyrigians and Getic-Thracians; the three 
branches which had seperated from the Aryan race. 31 However, race was not a significant 
category for his imagined community, rather his conception of the Greek nation seems to 
be primarily based on cultural factors like language, life-styles, beliefs and customs. 

Christina Koulouri observed that, in the 1870s, a new narrative appeared in the his-
tory textbooks in the Hellenic Kingdom which asserted the Greekness of Macedonia.32 
In this  climate, in front of his elite audience of the Ottoman capital, Heracles Vasiades not 
surprisingly asserted the Greek character of Macedonia and Thrace by depicting them as a 
hearth of civilisation and arts abundant with the testimonies of e.g. Dyonisian worship, and 
remnants of poetry and music. In the first decades that followed the foundation of the Greek 
state, similar to the preeminence of ancient history within the teaching material of the his-
tory lessons at the first and the second-level Greek schools, also the ancient geography was 
predominant in the geography courses. The sources referred to for this “Hellenized” geog-
raphy were the works of the ancient geographers such as Strabon and Pausanias. The places 
presently under Ottoman rule were  referred, not according to the contemporary administra-
tive divisions but according to the ancient historical sections like e.g. Thessalia, Makedonia, 

28 These lectures were entitled as, “About the Origins of Languages,” and “Indopelasgian essays”. He referred to 
the works of Egger, Curtius and Tommsen. Vasiades expressed his enthusiasm for comparative philology, saying 
that “the biggest invention of the century is comparative philology whose father is Schlegel”. Furthermore he 
went into a discussion with Alexandros Paspatis, another physician of the Greek Orthodox community who 
wrote a treatise on lingustics entitled “Indian Essays” advancing the view that the Greeks originated from India. 
See Ellinikos Filologikos Sillogos Konstantinopoleos vol.1, year 1, (Constantinople, 1863), 67- 81.
29 K.O. Müller was a Philodorian, he wrote a book on the Dorian tribe in which he claimed that the Dorian 
conquests which came from the north brought vitality to the Greeks. As a small detail, let us note that Vasiades 
chose to use (Herocles) the Dorian version of the name of the mythic hero of Antiquity Heracles, which can 
perhaps be taken as an indication of his classicism but also perhaps of his admiration for Müller. 
30 Vasiades cited from Müller, “…Through their great contribution to the Greek culture, it seems that the Pieri-
ans [the inhabitants of Pieria which was home to Orpheus and the Muses] are of Greek phyle (descent). It can be 
deduced also from the names of the places, rivers and sources, which are all Greek”. Vasiades, Thrakikos, 13. 
31 Ibid., 28. 
32 Koulouri, Istoria, 71. 
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Thraki, Epiro etc. This was not only indicative of the general climate of classicism and an 
exaggerated exalting of ancient Greece but also had irredentist undertones because it implic-
itly compared the territory of the modern Greek state on the one hand, and the lands on 
which the ancestors lived on the other, and underscored the trivialness of the former.33 The 
aim of learning history was to make Greeks take lessons from the past and not to repeat the 
dissension of their ancestors who fought each other or lost their union in political, as well 
as in cultural matters. The theme of dissension or the lack of unity and attachment appears 
several times in Vasiades’s speech; themes, of course, that referred to the present dispersion 
of the national community. For instance, the remembered moments of decline or loss were 
the raids of the Getic tribes on the Greek colonies in the ancient times,34 the Slavic invasions 
in the 6th century AD, and the linguistic fragmentation in the Byzantine Empire. 

As mentioned above, the inclusion of the Macedonians to the historical schema of the 
Greek nation was a slow process but in the 1870s, it was already completed. The chang-
ing philosophical and epistemological orientations in Western Europe had definitely an 
impact in this process. The appropriation of Macedonian and Hellenistic periods owed to 
the emerging conception of Hellenism as a predecessor of Christianity in western scholar-
ship and to the imperial ideal, especially in the works of the German historian Johann 
Gustav Droysen.35 Much in this spirit, Vasiades championed the victory of the Macedo-
nians, whom he baptized as Greeks, against the Phyrigians, who were responsible for 
the dispersion of the Thracian tribes, saying that “they [the Macedonians] became the 
sovereigns of the most of Macedonia recovering it anew; the Greek people who were the 
descendants of the brave Macedonians became the most perfect instrument of spreading 
and expansion of the Greek culture”.36 

The articulation of a national history which provided a convincing interpretation of 
the connection between ‘Hellenism’ and ‘Christianity’ was one of the most challenging 
tasks regarding the creation of a national tradition in modern independent Greece. An 
analysis of the historiographical discourse in the second half of the 19th century Greece 
suggests that ‘Hellenism’ and ‘Christianity’ became the two important building blocks of 
the Greek national narrative as a result of two semantic and significatory shifts. As noted by 
Effi Gazi, these were, first a semantic shift in the meaning of the term ‘Hellenism’, where 
the latter was no longer the signifier of an intellectual and cultural trend but immediately 
of the Greek nation, and second, the emergence of a new signification system which repre-
sented the first four centuries of Christianity as a period, on the part of the Church Fathers, 
of reading first and foremost the writings of the ancient authors and engaging with them.37 

33 Ibid., 47–48. 
34 Vasiades, Thrakikos, 63. See also Anagnostopoulou, Mikra Asia, 305–306. 
35 Antonis Liakos, “Hellenism and the Making of Modern Greece: Time, Language, Space”, in Hellenisms.  Culture, 
Identity and ethnicity from Antiquity to Modernity ed. Katerina Zacharia, (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 208.
36 Vasiades, Thrakikos, 31–32. 
37 Effi Gazi, “Reading the Ancients: Remnants of Byzantine Controversies in the Greek National Narrative,” 
Historein 6 (2006): 144–149. 
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Indeed, the Istanbuliot Greek physician did not fail to employ recognizable signposts such 
as assigning the fourth century particular importance regarding the flourishing of Christi-
anity and the Greek letters in Thrace (p.43), and references to Church Fathers like St. Basil 
the Great, St. Gregory the Theologian and St. John Chysostome (p. 43, p. 47). During his 
account of the introduction of Christianity to Thrace, Vasides pointed out the Greek lan-
guage, perceived as one of the most tangible markers of continuity of the nation, and pro-
moted it as the main facilitator in the expansion of the new religion in Thrace: “…because 
the land was well prepared by Hellenism; the Christian faith did not find much resistance 
because Thrace was completely clad in an armour of Greek language”.38 

Questions such as the official stance of the Greek Church with respect to popular be-
liefs of pagan origins, or to what extent the narrative supported by the Church regarding 
the overlap and the transition between the pagan and Christian cultures allowed for an 
interpretation in the tone of “the pagan Gods became the Christian saints”, are beyond the 
scope of this essay. However, the logical answer would be to sum up the Church’s reaction as 
a blend of rejection and incorporation. Be that as it may, at certain points Vasiades followed 
a line of interpretation which, had the religious or the conservative Greek Orthodoxes been 
in the audience, they could have got goose bumps. Drawing on the French archaeologist 
Dumont’s statements, on the adoration of a Thracian hero, based on anagylphs and epi-
graphs recovered from archaeological sites in Thrace which depicted the hero with a mantle 
holding a club in his hand, Vasiades not surprisingly pointed out to the correlation between 
these depictions and those of St. George in the Byzantine iconography. While his strategy 
can be read as putting Thrace forward as a cultural and artistic junction in early Byzantium, 
however, the words “…in many churches the Thracian knight, was only sanctified by the 
cross, whose pagan devotion was saved intact,”39 indicates in my opinion his comfort with 
interpretations which casted doubt on the transformatory power of Christianity. 

Perhaps, a more telling example is where he addressed the question, why Constan-
tinople that retained its political autonomy for more than a thousand years, could not 
manage to have brilliant achievements in poetry, philosophy, music, paintings as in the 
classical era. He handled this question by referring to Konstantinos Paparrigopoulos’s His-
tory of the Greek Nation, the seminal work published between the 1850s and 1870s that set 
the national narrative in independent Greece. Attesting to an unresolved interpretation of 
the relationship between Hellenism and Christianity, Vasiades held the Church responsi-
ble for subduing the free spirit of Hellenism which was replaced by “the monastic spirit” 
whereby, as he wrote, “every generosity withered and every political virtue was scorned at 
and incapacitated.”40 

Not surprising for the rhetoric of ethnic nationalisms, Vasiades depicted the Hellens/
Greeks as the autochtonous people of Thrace and Macedonia. He furthermore emphasized 

38 Vasiades, Thrakikos, 42. 
39 Ibid., 41–42. 
40 Ibid., 47.
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the cultural superiority of the Greeks by lamenting the decline of the Greek cities and the 
Greek culture in the region between the river Donau and the Balkan Peninsula and in the 
East-West direction the Black Sea and Illyria,41 which took place as a result of the “barbarian 
invasions” in the 6th century AD. In his designation of the adversaries or the invaders, he 
referred to them using terms such as “the blond race of the Slavs”, “the Slavic phyle (stock, 
descent)” or “the Slavo-Bulgarians”.42 The Slavs, according to the Greek physician, were of 
the “tasteless and uneducated” “Scythian phyle/race” – barbarians, who did not appreciate 
the value of the Greek letters, as the ancient Greeks saw them. 43 As it can easily be under-
stood from what has been said, the dispute was over the ethnographic borders of the Balkan 
Slavs. While the major Greek national narrative which was advocated principally by K. Pa-
parrigopoulos tried the push the borders of the former to as north as possible; this position 
was challenged by for instance, a major Serbian medievalist Stojan Novakovich who claimed 
that the Slavs of Macedonia were not Hellenized and that Macedonia was inhabited by the 
Slavs between the rivers Struma and Mesta even in the 10th century. Novakovich, who held 
onto the Serbian claims in Macedonia, regarding the Greek irredentist claims on Constan-
tinople and the restoration of the Byzantine Empire, did not retaliate but defended that 
the Byzantine Empire was a Greek empire, however, thereby called for a federation of the 
Christian peoples of the Balkans and an alliance between the Serbs and Greeks.44 

Rum Milleti, the Byzantine Orthodox Legacy, and the Bulgarian Question 

The terms ‘genos’ and ‘ethnos’, as the Greek Orthodox of Istanbul used in the 19th cen-
tury, did not refer as such to different ideologies. Rather the differing functionality of these 
terms depending on the context, may suggest that they made a claim to legitimation of 
two rival legitimacies, a Greek national legitimacy and a Greek or Orthodox ecumenical le-
gitimacy.45 From a slightly different perspective, as offered by Augustinos Gerasimos, genos 
refering originally to a family clan or racial group was used by Greeks during the Ottoman 
era as an expression of their ties to one another and to their past. Whereas, with the term 
ethnos the Greeks pointed out their common descent from the classical era.46 Towards the 

41 Citing the French archaeologist Albert Dumont’s recent article in Revues des Deux Mondes, Vasiades men-
tioned the Greek peoples who inhabited the Dalmatian coasts in the ancient years. 
42 Vasiades, Thrakikos, 48–52. 
43 Ibid., 38. For the imagination of the Eastern Europe by the Enlightenment Europe, see Wolff, Inventing Eastern Eu-
rope. Wolff argues that the 18th century Western Europe saw the East European peoples as the Scythians of the Antiquity. 
44 For Novakovich’s view on the Byzantine Empire and the Greek Megali Idea, see Dimitrios Stamatopoulos, To 
Vyzantio Meta to Ethnos: To Provlima tis Sinehias stis Valkanikes Istoriographies (Byzantium after the Nation: The 
Problem of Continuity in the Balkan Historiographies) (Athens: Alexandria, 2009), 278–282. 
45 Sia Anagnostopoulou, “Th e Terms Millet, Genos, Ethnos, Oikoumenikotita, Alytrotismos in Greek Histori-The Terms Millet, Genos, Ethnos, Oikoumenikotita, Alytrotismos in Greek Histori-
ography” in The Passage from the Ottoman Empire to the Nation-states (Istanbul: Isis Press, 2004), 40. 
46 See Gerasimos Augustinos, Consciousness and History: Nationalist Critics of Greek Society 1897–1914 (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1977). 
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end of his speech, Basiades emphasized the “legitimate” aim of the Thracian Educational 
Society in following terms: 

The aim of the Thracian Society is not to oppress, conquer or amalgamate the peoples 
with other languages (allothroos) but to support and strengthen our schools in Thrace, be-
cause after three thousand years, new struggles for the lands of Thrace and Macedonia have 
started, new dark storms are blowing from the North convulsing everything, threatening 
to overthrow the roots of the Greek Genos and the eastern orthodox Church. We do not 
have as such ships, neither armies, walls, fortresses or bastions but we are fully armed like 
once to confront the barbarian streams, with the unity of faith, the orthodoxy and the unity 
of language, as a support for the expansion of the Greek learning…47

Here, the particular reference to genos (or Greek Genos) rather than the term “ethnos”, 
together with the references to the unity of faith and ‘orthodoxy’, can be perhaps interpreted 
as a strategy of gathering the fellow believer Slavs under the roof of the Patriarchate of 
Constantinople. However, it should also be noted that religion was not any more a suf-
ficient and evident element to legitimize one’s integration into the millet (the creed-based 
denomination for a community in the Ottoman Empire). Even though, through using 
the term genos the Orthodox ecumenical legitimacy was evoked, however, the real force of 
homogenization of the millet was the Greek education48 which, in the eyes of the leading 
Greek Orthodox literate elite of the Empire, had to be extended not only to the Christian 
Orthodox communities of Asia Minor but also to the Slav-speaking Christian Orthodox 
peoples of the Balkans. 

The graduate of the Great School of the Nation, probably remembering his classmates, 
the sons of Bulgarian families, expressed his resentment about the Exarchist activists who 
supported the establishment of the independent Bulgarian church – brainwashed by the 
pan-Slavist ideology, as he saw them – failed to show gratitude forgetting that they were 
educated at the Greek institutions of Constantinople and Athens with the financial sup-
ports of the Greeks. He, furthermore, rejected the accusations of the Bulgarians that the 
Greek Orthodox Church ‘Hellenized’ the Bulgarian populations forcefully, arguing that 
the Church saw the Hellenes as pagans; therefore it could not have imposed the Greek 
language on any people. 

Neither does the history mention that a phyle (tribe) or a nation was hellenized using force 
by the Church, neither among the furthest inhabitants of Thrace, nor among the ones who 
were in Greece, neither during the Byzantine empire, nor after the capture of  Constantinople 
when it was easy to do, all the orthodoxes remained under its spiritual roof and protection, 
bearing the name which was also recognized by the sovereigns, Romaikon ethnos (Roman 
nation), Rum millet, without discrimination regarding phyle (origin) and language.49

47 Vasiades, Thrakikos, 65. 
48 Anagnostopoulou, Mikra Asia, 304–305. 
49 Vasiades, Thrakikos, 59–61. 
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Here, both the term ethnos and its translation millet refer to a community character-
ised by religion which is recognized as a self-contained body by the Ottoman authority.50 
Vasiades uses the term Rum milleti anachonistically taking it back to the 15th century. In 
the recent historiography, it has been cogently claimed that during the three centuries that 
followed 1453, the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople seemed to be neither head of 
a nation nor head of a religious community. He exercised his authority over only a part 
of the Orthodox community who was not yet defined as “Romans”. Furthermore, the 
identification of the Orthodox community as Rum, was partly a result of the progressive 
influence of the Phanariots in the Orthodox church as well as in the Ottoman court during 
the 18th century.51 Hence, the term Rum did not mean Orthodox before the end of the 18th 
century and the term millet was not used before the end of the 17th century. However, more 
importantly, Vasiades’s emphasis on the term millet-i Rum should be taken as an immedi-
ate reaction to the new terminology that the Ottoman government introduced. Paraskevas 
Konortas drew attention to the point that the Firman of 1870, which authorized the es-
tablishment of the Bulgarian Exarchate, did not any more refer to a ‘millet-i Rum’, but to 
a ‘millet-i Orthodoks’, a terminology which facilitated the effort of the Sublime Porte to de-
prive the Patriarchate from its ecumenical character.52 The new terminology meant that the 
Bulgarian community as another orthodox community could strive for its own church. 

The shifting meaning of the existent terms, the invention of the new ones, and naming 
an issue as political or religious, all had to do with a struggle for power, the authority to 
determine the meaning of things. For instance, when we follow the discussions around the 
Bulgarian Exarchate in the columns of the Greek newspapers of Istanbul, we see that the 
radical ethnocentrist faction insisted that the Bulgarian issue was an entirely ecclesiastical 
problem, not a (ethniko) national one while the group which believed that the issue could 
be solved through mild administrational and economic reforms like Stefanos Karathe-
odoris defined the issue as a (ethniko) political problem as well as being ecclesiastical.53 
The nationalist faction did not want the issue to be solved with the intervention of the 
 Ottoman government, so they preferred it to be taken as an issue pertaining to the unity 
of the ecclesiastical community under the guidance of the Patriarchate of Constantinople, 
which should be solved according to the church canons. 

The “final” step in the “Church Question”, the Schism, drew borders between the Or-

50 For a discussion of the terms, ‘ethos’, ‘genos’, ‘millet’ etc. see Anagnostopoulou, “The Terms Millet”. The 
Ottoman Greeks were using the term ethnos as a historical category, not a political one. 
51 Paraskevas Konortas, “From Tâ’ife to Millet: Ottoman Terms for the Ottoman Greek-orthodox community,” 
in Ottoman Greeks in the Age of Nationalism, eds. D. Gonticas & Ch. Issawi, (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1999), 169–79. 
52 Cited in Vangelis C. Kechriotis, “The Greeks of Izmir at the end of the Empire. A Non-Muslim Ottoman 
Community Between Autonomy and Patriotism” (Ph.d diss., University of Leiden, 2005), 145. 
53 Konstantinupoli, 18- 23 June 1869. See also Paraskevas Matalas, Ethnos kai Orthodoxia. I Peripeteies mias 
Shesis. Apo to “Elladiko” sto Bulgariko Shisma (Nation and Orthodoxy. The Adventure of the Relationship between 
from the Greek to the Bulgarian Schism) (Crete: Panepistimiakes Ekdoseis Kritis, 2002), 289. 
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thodox believers who deferred to the Patriarchate of Constantinople and the schismatics 
the ones who chose to submit to the Exarchate. According to the Greek historian Spiros 
Karavas, in the early 1880s, at a period when the Bulgarian national movement was con-
siderably strengthened, Konstantinos Paparrigopoulos, the par excellence historian of the 
Greek nation and adept politician rejected the abolishment of the Schism, thinking that 
while it may save [our] last remaining “wrecked claims”, it would be harmful to the interests 
of Greece in the long run. Karavas wrote that the maintenance of the Turkish sovereignty 
functioned as a set against the Slavic expansion, while the maintenance of the schism func-
tioned as substitution for the principle of nationalities. Paparrigopoulos was anxious that 
the Patriarchate would come to terms with the Bulgarians and abolish the schism.54 When 
we look at the Bulgarian side, similarly, also the Bulgarian secular nationalists welcomed 
the schism. However, being labeled as ‘schismatics’ meant “excommunication”/exclusion 
from the congregation, and that translated as “up-rooting” and breaking with the old local 
and religious affiliations. This question has been taken up by the scholar of Bulgarian litera-
ture Boyko Penchev who argued that Orthodoxy was the first Legacy that was challenged 
and re-appropriated within the symbolic field of national identity-building in Bulgaria. 
In other words, the actual “up-rooting” was considered and rhetorically disguised as a “re-
rooting” to purely national entities.55 

It has been claimed that in the late 19th-century Greek nationalist discourse, language 
was dislocated from its primary position in the structuring of national identity as a re-
sponse to the “discovery” of non-Greek speaking Christian communities which had to 
be accommodated within the boundaries of the Greek national community. This shift 
owed, to a large extent, to the new situation that appeared with the establishment of the 
Bulgarian Exarchate. The ecclesiastical divisions did not correspond to the linguistic lines 
of demarcation. Hence, the language criterion proved to be a challenge in the integration 
to the national community, of the Slav-speaking Christians who remained loyal to the Pa-
triarchate of Constantinople. In the late 1870s, the reference to the “non-Greek speaking 
Greeks” (Slavic, Vlach, Turkish and Albanian) in Ottoman Macedonia and other Balkan 
provinces gained an acute significance in the face of Russian attempts to create a large 
Bulgarian state primarily based on linguistic criteria.56 Often, linguistic “de-hellenization” 
was posed as an argument as exemplified in the speech delivered at the inauguration of 
the ‘Thracian Educational Society’. Mixed habitation or conquest were among the reasons 
by which the Armeno-Romans, i.e. the Armenian-speaking Christians of Asia Minor who 

54 See Spiros Karavas, “Konstantinos Paparrigopoulos kai i Ethnikes Diekdikiseis (Konstantinos Paparrigopo-
ulos and National Claims) (1877–1885),” in Istoriografia tis Neoteris kai Synhronis Elladas 1833–2002, eds. 
Pashalis Kitromilides and Sklavenitis Tryandafillos (Athens: EIE, 2004), 149–69. 
55 Boyko Penchev, “Tsarigrad/Istanbul/Constantinople and the Spatial Construction of Bulgarian National 
Identity in the Nineteenth Century,” in History of the Literary Cultures of East-Central Europe Vol.II, eds. 
Cornis-Pope, Marcel and John Neubauer (John Benjamins: 2004), 390–413. 
56 Haris Exertzoglou, “Shifting Boundaries: language, community and the non-Greek speaking Greeks”,  Historein 
1 (1999): 78. 
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are members of the Greek Orthodox Church, the Albanian-speaking Orthodox Christians 
in Epirus, the Turkish-speaking Christian Orthodox of Cappadocia, and the Bulgarian-
speaking inhabitants of Rhodope (the inhabitants of Ruptsi) had forgotten their Greek 
language, however, belonged to the Greek nation.57 

The Greek-Bulgarian ethnic tension increased in the period after the Russo-Ottoman 
war of 1877–78, after which the Russian occupation of Eastern Rumelia did not favor at all 
the Greek cause. After the annexation of the region to Bulgaria in 1885, the Greek national 
campaign could only be defensive. In the discourse of some contemporary Greek politicians 
and publicists, the term “Hellenism”, rather than referring to material force and political 
ascendancy, became a self-referential concept, a national, moral force whose significance lay 
in its own venerable history.58 We should not, however, underestimate the rhetorical power 
of the term in the irredentist discourse. The notorious expression ‘the unalienable rights of 
Hellenism’, as Spiros Karavas observed, was important not really because it was about rights, 
which were unalienable, about the ones included in hellenism, but the more important thing 
was the flexibility (geographical and notional) of the expression which made it operational 
and totally compatible with the resilient and manifold content of the ‘Great Idea’ itself.59

Conclusion 

One of the major purposes of this article was to show how ethnic nationalisms in the 
19th century Balkans made claims to ancestral “homeland”s using similar, and what their 
 advocates claimed to be, “scientific” tools. Folk songs, etymologies of the place names, epi-
graphs attesting to the continuity of the language, testimonies of customs, and artifacts of 
worship were discovered, invented, and were presented to shape the public opinion both at 
the local and the international level. While looking at the arguments about autochtonism, 
the disputes over the ethnographic borders, and the claims to being the first Christians in the 
region, my focus was on the Greek and Slav (or Bulgarian) confrontations over the Ottoman 
Thrace and Macedonia at a particular defining moment of Bulgarian nationalism, the Bul-
garian schism. It seems like an irony that while historical claims on Thrace and Macedonia 
indicated that language and its continuity appeared as determining factors for cultural pres-
ence on a certain territory, hence also an important component of the national identity, the 
situation which emerged with the foundation of the Bulgarian Exarchate  necessitated the 
integration of the populations who were non-Greek speaking, to the national community. 
I also tried to demonstrate that the Greek Orthodox leading elite in Istanbul, who advocated 
the dissemination of a secular Greek education to the Christian Orthodox populations of 
the Ottoman Empire, emphasized a particular conception of the national community, and 

57 Vasiades, Thrakikos, 61–62.
58 Kyriaki Mamoni, Thrakika Meletimata (Thracian Studies), (Athens: Sillogos Pros Diadosin Ofelimon Vivli-
on, 2004), 453. 
59 Karavas, “Konstantinos Paparrigopoulos”. 
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in their attempt while they appealed to the Patriarchate of Constantinople as a source of 
legitimation of the Orthodox ecumene, at the same time emphasized the Greek education 
as the major integrating and homogenizing force. 
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The unity of powers concentrated by the Sultan-Caliph in the Ottoman Empire was 
typical for this state from its beginning (the thirteenth century) till its end (1922). 
In the nineteenth century, however, many trials were taken in order to modify the 

political system, and while it would be inaccurate to speak about a parliament in the Otto-
man state before 1876, a new tendency of separating state functions and endowing particular 
agencies with legislative function was distinct visible in the Tanzimat period (1839–1876). 
The Supreme Council of Judicial Ordinances created by the Sultan Mahmud II in 1838 was 
the origin of the separate legislative bodies developed in the Empire after 1839. The trials in 
this direction although inconsistent and not based upon determination to the total rejection 
of the existing political order, were instrumental in convening the first parliament upon the 
provisions of the 1876 Ottoman Constitution.1 The elections in 1876 and 1877 were the 
first in the Muslim world and produced the parliament which showed astounding liveliness 
and initiative in criticizing administrative malfunction, despite constitutional restrictions 
in its competences.2 The 1876 Constitution was an imposed constitution with the main 
principle of unrestricted Sultan sovereignty. In such a case the parliament, endowed with 
insignificant powers, had not been able to compete with the sovereign power of the Sultan 
who put an end to the first constitutional period by suspending the Constitution two years 
after its coming into force.

The institutions of the 1876 Constitution had great significance, however, for later evolu-
tion consisting in democratizing the political system. When in July 1908 a revolution made 
by the officer’s conspiracy from Macedonia called the Young Turks had forced the Sultan to 
reinstate the Constitution, a conviction emerged that proper amendments to it would suffice 

1 A classic description of the first constitutional period in the Ottoman Empire is provided by R. Devereux, 
The First Ottoman Constitutional Period: A Study of the Midhat Constitution and Parliament (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins Press, 1963).
2 H. Kayalı, ”Elections and the Electoral Process in the Ottoman Empire, 1876–1919,” International Journal 
of Middle East Studies 27 (1995): 267; E. Özbudun, ”Turkey” in Competitive Elections in Developing Countries, 
ed. M. Weiner, E. Özbudun, 333 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1987).
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for introduction of the parliamentary monarchy. The 1911 amendments to the Constitution 
provided e.g. that the ministers were collectively responsible to the Parliament and that the 
representative body would prevail in any conflict with the Council of Ministers.3

The application of the constitutional order in the 1908–1918 period was difficult be-
cause of many obstacles which culminated in the coup d’état made by Enver Pasha on 13 
June 1913. The Constitution had been amended many times in order to strengthen the 
legal status of the Sultan to the effect that at the end of the World War I he could solve 
the Parliament with easiness as before. 4 The Sultan had been reigning as a real sovereign 
without the Parliament since 21 December 1918. Through cooperation with the political 
and military authorities of the Allies occupying the Ottoman Empire he wanted to restore 
the absolute monarchy under British protectorate.5

The history of Turkish constitutionalism in the 1920–1924 period is very strictly con-
nected with political events which led towards establishing of the Ankara center of power.6 
The landmarks in this process were the Greek invasion on the Eastern coast of Asia Minor 
in May 1919 and arrival of Mustafa Kemal to Samsun. According to the Turkish histori-
ography, this last event constitutes the turning point in the modern history of Turkey, be-
cause it marks beginning of consolidation of the resistance movement against the military 
occupation of Ottoman territories by the Allies, consequence of which was the creation of 
the revolutionary center of power in Ankara. The declarations of nationalist congresses in 
Erzurum and Sivas demanded that the parliament in Istanbul be convened. Nevertheless, 
the Representative Committee of the Society for the Defence of Rights of Anatolia and 
Rumelia, established during the first congress of the nationalist movement, declared itself 
temporary government. It had to govern in the name of the Sultan according to the law in 
force till emergence of a government in Istanbul enjoying the Turkish nation’s confidence. 
The pressures of the Mustafa Kemal’s nationalists inclined the Sultan to concessions, e.g. 
elections to the last Ottoman parliament. The parliament in Istanbul convened on 12 
January 1920 showed independence from the Allies and endorsed the National Pact, i.e. 
the document which declared break with discredited ideologies of the past in favor of na-
tionalism. In response the Allies decided on full-scale military occupation of Istanbul and 
the Sultan dissolved the parliament. 

3 G. J�schke, “Die Entwicklung der osmanischen Verfassungsstaates von den Anf�ngen bis zur Gegenwart,“ 
Die Welt des Islams I/II (1917): 6–55; G. J�schke, “Die Rechtliche Bedeutung der in den Jahren 1909–1916 
Vollzogenen Ab�nderungen des Türkischen Staatsgrundgesetzes,“ Die Welt des Islams V (1917): 97–152; W. Al-
brecht, “Die Entwicklung des öffentlichen Rechts in der Türkei in den Jahren 1909 bis 1911,“ Jahrbuch des 
öffentlichen Rechts der Gegenwart 6 (1909): 481–489.
4 J�schke, “Die Rechtliche,“ 147.
5 H. Edib, Turkey Faces West (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1930), 167; A. L. Macfie, Atatürk (London-
New York: Longman, 1994), 52–53.
6 The following part of the paper concerned with formation of parliament in Ankara is based mainly upon 
E.D. Smith, Turkey: Origins of the Kemalist Movement and the Government of the Grand National Assembly 
(1919–1923) (Washington, 1959), and S. Kili, Kemalism (Istanbul: School of Business Administration and 
Economics, Robert College, 1969).
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In view of the above mentioned facts, Mustafa Kemal acting as the Chairman of the 
Representative Committee of the Society for the Defence of Rights of Anatolia and Rumelia 
summoned a meeting of the Turkish Grand National Assembly (the TGNA, the Assembly). 
 Nearly 100 deputies who could escape from Istanbul to Ankara together with over 200 
deputies elected in the election held following Mustafa Kemal’s proclamation on 19 March 
1920, that an Assembly be convened in Ankara, met in Ankara and established the First 
Grand National Assembly on 23 April 1920. The declaration of the TGNA of 23 April 
1920 stated that the power was concentrated in the TGNA, and his Chairman was ex officio 
prime minister presiding over only functionally separated government. The real authority 
in the country was to be the national will represented by the Assembly, superior to which 
was no other state agency. This regulation meant a real rejection of the authority of the Sul-
tan, despite the declared goal of the TGNA, which was liberation of the Caliphate and the 
Sultanate on the base of the principle of sovereignty of the nation. The parliament began to 
enact laws which real purpose was to establish the democratic constitutional order. In the 
Constitutional Act of 20 January 1921 which had only temporary character the sovereignty 
of the nation exercised by an elected parliament was confirmed.7 The Sultanate, regarded as 
an obstacle on the road to democracy, was abolished by the TGNA on 1 November 1922. 
The Caliphate, bound in the Ottoman Empire with the Sultanate, could not exist longer 
in Turkey as in institution of spiritual guidance over the Muslims scattered all over the 
world. From this reason it was liquidated in the beginning of March 1924, after proclama-
tion of the Republic (29 October 1923). This last amendment to the Constitutional Act of 
1921 formally separated state organs: the President of the Republic, the Prime Minister and 
the Chairman of the National Assembly. From this time on the political system of Turkey 
seemed to be like the parliamentary democracy. The electoral law was also democratised in 
1923 when the franchise was extended to all males over eighteen years of age, and the tax-
paying requirement for first and second electors was lifted.8

Thus we see that at the beginning of new Turkish state particular importance was at-
tached to the parliament which united all state powers. The principle of unity of powers in 
republics is based upon a concept of people or nation sovereignty. A nation realizes its pow-
er through the medium of a representative body. All power which the sovereign has at his 
disposal is concentrated in the representative body (the representation, the legislature). All 
other state agencies operate only as executors of the representation‘s will and only within 
limits of authorization defined by the legislature. They are subordinate to the representative 
body in fulfilling their tasks and in using their competences. Their power is not autono-
mous but derivative. Their power is so to say of third degree. While the sovereign wields 
power of the first degree and the representative body exercises power of the second degree 
which is derivative of the sovereign‘s power, other state agencies are situated on the third 

7 See English translation of this act in S. Kili, Turkish Constitutional Developments and Assembly Debates on the 
Constitution of 1924 and 1961 (Istanbul: Robert College Research Center, 1971), 160–162.
8 Y. Abadan, “Die Entstehung der Türkei und ihre verfassungsrechtliche Entwicklung bis 1960,“ Jahrbuch des 
öffentlichen Rechtsgeschichte 9 (1960): 353–422.
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floor of power. Although separation of tasks and competences between these agencies ex-
ists, no task and no competence fall to them due to their nature.9 We deal in this case with 
the vertical structure of public power: the sovereign – its representation (executor of the 
sovereign’s will) – other state agencies (executors of the representative body’s will). Doctrin-
ally, the principle of unity of powers can meet requirements of democracy but in practice 
it is related to non-democratic regimes. In any case it does not have liberal connotations 
making difficult or even impossible realization of the state ruled by law principle.10

The culmination of the institutional reform process in Turkey was adoption of the Con-
stitution in 1924 which retained most of the basic principles of the 1921 Constitutional 
Act, notably the principle of national sovereignty.11 The TGNA was considered, as it was in 
the said act of 1921, “the sole representative of the nation, on whose behalf it exercises the 
rights of sovereignty” (Article 4). Both legislative and executive powers were concentrated in 
the Assembly (Article 5), but the Assembly was to exercise its executive authority through 
the President of the Republic elected by it and the Council of Ministers appointed by the 
President (Art. 7). The Assembly could at any time control the Council of Ministers and 
dismiss it, while the Council had no power to dissolve the Assembly to hold new elections.

Due to the provisions of the 1924 Constitution, the unicameral parliament was to be 
elected by Turkish citizens. Among freedoms and rights it listed e.g. the right to vote in 
the election of Turkish deputies and the right to be elected deputy, reserved for men who 
reached 18 and 30 years respectively, freedom of speech, freedom of expression, freedom of 
press and freedom of public meetings and association. 

The belief in legislative supremacy was so deeply entrenched and emotionally held dur-
ing the years of the First TGNA (1920–1923) that, in the course of the debates on the Con-
stitution, the Assembly rejected or modified many proposals favouring a somewhat stronger 
executive.12 For example, the draft Constitution prepared by the Constitutional Committee 
gave the President of the Republic, apparently with the blessings of Mustafa Kemal himself, 
the power to dissolve the Assembly and to veto bills. Such a veto could be overridden by 
a majority of two thirds. In the end, the Assembly rejected the entire article on dissolution, 
and the veto power was restricted in such a way that the President‘s objection could be over-
ridden by a simple majority. Consequently, the constitutional status of the President of the 
Republic was very weak.

The analysis of the constitutional acts from the 1920–1924 period shows beyond doubt 
that the purpose of the political system reform in Turkey was establishment of the demo-

9 P. Winczorek, Wstęp do nauki o państwie i prawie (Warszawa: Liber, 2005), 176.
10 Ibid., 176.
11 An excellent analysis of the 1924 Constitution with German translation of analyzed act is contained in 
E. Pritsch, “Geschichtliche und systematische Übersicht nebst Anmerkungen zur Verfassung,“ Mitteilungen 
des Seminars für Orientalische Sprachen zu Berlin 26–27, no. 2 (1924): 164–251. See also Z. K. Özbulak, Das 
türkische Verfassungssystem (Berlin: Triltsch, 1936) for a comparative analysis of this Constitution. 
12 Debates upon the 1924 Turkish Constitution are presented by Kili, Turkish Constitutional Developments, 
30–63.
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cratic constitutional order. The 1924 Constitution was undoubtedly democratic in spi it 
but it had many weak points. The political system it introduced was not a parliamentary 
government where powers are, to some extent, separated from each other. The authors of 
the Constitution chose an “assembly government” model based on the unity or concentra-
tion of the legislative and executive powers although modified as compared with simple 
“assembly government” of 1920.

This simple model of democracy was distinct visible in many provisions of the 1924 
Constitution. Its creation of an all-powerful Assembly, its somewhat emotional and un-
necessary distrust of the executive, its insufficient safeguards for the independence of the 
judiciary, and its failure to institute formal restraints on the legislative power, notably the 
lack of a judicial mechanism for reviewing the constitutionality of laws, could make the 
political system unstable in practice. The rights granted by the Constitution were relative 
because of the formula “within the limits stipulated by law” inserted in many provisions 
concerning rights and freedoms. Hence, the Assembly was constitutionally free of restrict-
ing basic rights at will.13

What Polish scholar Ignacy Czuma has written about transformation of political sys-
tems in Europe in the nineteenth century can be wholly referred to the reforms made in the 
1920’s in Turkey. “The nineteenth century did everything to present negatively a polity it 
had been striving against and overcome at last, and to depict as positive a new polity it had 
been striving to introduce and introduced at last, although the new polity carried with itself 
old disadvantages and mistakes clothed in new forms”. “Revolution exaggerated in its hatred 
of old institutions and in criticism of them, what avenged itself in the form of big lacks in 
a new system”.14

We have already noticed that the principle of unity of powers can doctrinally meet re-
quirements of democracy but in practice it is related to non-democratic regimes. This is ex-
actly what happened in Turkey. In the period 1925–1960 the theoretical supremacy of the 
Assembly was in practice transformed into the domination of the executive, since normally 
the executive is composed of party or fraction leaders, while the legislature includes a nu-
merically larger, but politically much weaker, group of back-benchers. The parliamentary 
control over the government was therefore suspended. The parliament’s members chosen 
by party leaders (Atatürk, Inönü, Menderes) would have to break party discipline, acting 
against their chiefs in executive organs. Atatürk’s and Inönü’s status in the state structure 
was not based upon constitutional norms because their competences as the Presidents of 
the Republic were insignificant. Their supremacy over the political system resulted not 
from the law but from the fact that the parliament had been dominated by the only one 
legal party (till 1946).15 Thanks to the ‘Chief ’ system they possessed in reality an extreme 

13 E. Özbudun, ”Constitutional Law” in Introduction to Turkish Law, ed. T. Ansay, D. Wallace, 21–22 (Ankara: 
Matbaasi, 1966). 
14 I. Czuma, Absolutyzm ustrojowy (Lublin, 1934), 235.
15 W. W. Weiker, Political Tutelage and Democracy in Turkey. The Free Party and Its Aftermath (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
1973), 199.
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authority that was never mentioned in the Constitution.16 Therefore during the single-
party regime there were two totally different systems of government in Turkey. After 1946 
which inaugurated multi-party politics in Turkey the parliament was a tool in the hands of 
the Democrat Party with its chief Adnan Menderes having full control over the parliament 
although he as the Prime Minister was theoretically responsible before the Assembly. Even 
after confirmation of multi-party politics in 1950 the Democrat Party during following 10 
years in office attempted to intimidate opposition inside and outside of the assembly.17

In contrast to some authoritarian countries Turkey did not strive after constitutionaliz-
ing the ‘Chief ’ system. It seems that political system as described in the 1924 Constitution 
was treated by Atatürk as final institutional solution to be realized in future. That all the 
Kemalist reforms were either legislated by the Assembly or the result of decisions taken by 
it is highly expressive as being ”a notable indication of the importance given to the legiti-
matory power of law and to a perception of legality and the role of the parliament”.18

However, after coup d’etat made by the military in 1960 it was decided that a new 
constitution is needed. The authors of the 1961 Constitution19 were dissatisfied with the 
structure of government which had existed since 1925, for they felt that the unicameral 
legislature had proved to be too easily swayed and manipulated by one man or party lead-
ers.20 From this reason the system dating from 1921 and 1924 which gave the assembly 
the monopoly to exercise sovereignty was rejected.21 The 18th century notion of sovereignty 
to the effect that the majority may do anything it pleases has been replaced by a concept 
of sovereignty that is based on law and justice.22 The ‘Rousseauist’ and ‘majoritan’ under-
standing of democracy current in the 1920’s now came to an end.23 Albeit in a modified 
form, separation of powers has been introduced. The sovereignty of the nation, still as the 
principle of extreme importance for the whole political system, was no longer represented 
and exercised solely by the Grand National Assembly. In this regard Article 4 of the new 
Constitution stipulated as follows: ‘The nation shall exercise its sovereignty through the 
authorized agencies as prescribed by the principles laid down in the Constitution’. As 
a result, the assembly became only one of many state organs which could function as rep-
resentatives of the nation. With the termination of its theoretical supremacy, other bodies 
like the executive and the judiciary began to assume a share in the exercise of sovereignty. 

16 C. Koçak, ”Some Views on the Tukish Single-Party Regime During the Inönü Period (1938–1945)” in Men 
of Order. Authoritarian Modernization under Atatürk and Reza Shah, ed. T. Atabaki, E. J. Zürcher, 126 (London 
– New York: I.B. Tauris, 2004).
17 B. Tanör, „The Place of Parliament in Turkey” in Turkish State, Turkish Society, ed. A. Finkel, N. Sirman, 141 
(London-New York: 1990).
18 Ibid., 143.
19 For an English translation of the 1961 Constitution see S. Balkan, A. E. Uysal, K. H. Karpat, trans., Consti-
tution of the Turkish Republic (Ankara, 1961), http://www.anayasa.gen.tr/1961constitution-text.pdf.
20 J. Szyliowicz, “The 1961 Turkish Constitution – An Analysis,” Islamic Studies 2, no. 3 (1963): 372.
21 Tanör, ”The Place of Parliament,” 147.
22 İ. Giritli, ”Some Aspects of the New Turkish Constitution,” The Middle East Journal 16, no. 1 (1962): 13. 
23 Tanör, ”The Place of Parliament,” 148.
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The  executive united in the 1924 Constitution with the legislature now became more 
openly distinct from the latter and gained important powers. The President shared the 
execution function along with the Council of Ministers. What is the most important, au-
thority of these organs was no longer derived from the legislature because it was rooted in 
the Article 6 of Constitution. The judiciary also was given a considerable share in the exer-
cise of sovereignty. The courts in general and the Constitutional Court in particular gained 
powers to test the constitutional validity of statutes passed by the parliament. The right of 
the parliament to interpret the law and to ensure that regulations enacted by the Council of 
Ministers conformed to statutes was removed and bestowed upon the Constutional Court 
and Administrative Court respectively.24 In Yılmaz Altuğ’s opinion ”the power of both the 
legislative and the executive branches were deflected, to a certain extent, by the distribution 
of sovereignty among other constitutional organizations”.25 

The above mentioned changes on the level of constitutional principles does not mean 
that the authors of the 1961 Constitution did not conform to a concept of the parliament’s 
preponderance in the state structure which became a dogma in constitutional tradition in 
republican Turkey after 1920. This concept manifested not only in particular solutions but 
also in general decription of three powers. While the Constitution described the legislative 
and judicial branch of government as ‘powers’ (Article 7), it treated the executive as ‘func-
tion’ (Article 6). In Bülent Tanör’s interepretation it means that the legislature is referred 
to in the 1961 Constitution as the ‘fundamental’ authority whereas executive authority is 
considered to be ‘derived’.26

Under the new Constitution the parliament (the Grand National Assembly) was com-
posed of two chambers: the National Assembly with 450 deputies and the Senate with 165 
senators. The Senate was designed to act as a check on the National Assembly. The Con-
stitution assured the primacy of the latter and provided the Senate only with the means to 
slow down the legislative process. Apart from legislative function, the Senate was endowed 
with the usual means for enforcing the governments’ responsibility to the legislature: ques-
tions, general debates, parliamentary investigations, and parliamentary inquiries. These 
were, of course, given also to the the National Assembly, which gained the power to unseat 
the Council of Ministers by means of interpellations. That the Senate did not have the lat-
ter is one of many proofs of the primacy of the lower house.

An essential novelty in the new constitution was rejection of the majority electoral 
system which gave all the seats provided for an electoral district for a party which won 
majority of votes. The outcome was a distorted reflection of the political leanings of the 
country. With the adoption in 1961 of a system of proportional representation, the parlia-
ment became representation of different groups of electorate.27

24 Tanör, ”The Place of Parliament,” 147–148; Szyliowicz, ”The 1961 Constitution,” 372.
25 Y. Altuğ, ”The Development of Constitutional Thought in Turkey” in Modern Turkey: Continuity and Change, 
ed. A. Evin, 148 (Opladen, 1984).
26 Tanör, ”The Place of Parliament,” 146.
27 Ibid., 153.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   327 2011-11-25   12:51:47



328 WEEReview i/2011

Andrzej Adamczyk

While under the 1924 Constitution the GNA was the only one organ endowed with 
rights to certify the validity of elections to this body and to remove legislative immunities, 
these rights were delegated by the 1961 Constitution to the Supreme Election Board com-
posed of members elected by courts and the Constitutional Court respectively. 

One of the most important novelties brought by the 1961 Constitution was the right of 
dissolution of the parliament given to the President of the Republic. Although this matter 
had been one of the most controversial subjects in the debates on the 1924 Constitution, it 
did not provoke the same degree of controversy during debates on the new constitution.28 
This right was inserted into Article 108 which stated as follows: ‘If the Council of Minis-
ters has been unseated twice by a vote of no confidence according to aricles 89 and 104 of 
the Constitution, within a period of eighteen months, and if thereafter a third vote of no 
confidence is voted, the Prime Minister may request the President of the President to call 
new elections for the National Assembly. Whereupon, the President of the Republic, after 
consultation with the Chairmen of the legislative bodies may decide to call new elections. 
Such decision shall be promulgated in the Official Gazette and immediately thereafter shall 
be taken to hold new elections’. This right was accepted on the ground that the right to 
dissolution would be a means of preventing governmental crisis, and that it would provide 
an effective guarantee for the healthy conduct of political life in Turkey.29

Despite the cursory nature of this survey we see that Turkish parliamentarism evolved 
from radical solution of merging all state powers in the unicameral Grand National As-
sembly introduced in 1920 and confirmed with some modifications in 1924, to moderate 
model of separation of powers with bicameral parliament as since 1961. Due to the fact 
that the constitutional changes of 1961 touched not only level of particular provisions 
concerning parliamentary proceedings but also fundamental principles regulating political 
system, this date began a new era in Turkish parliamentarism.
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Introduction

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, academicians have begun to discuss democ-
ratization processes and democratic issues all around world, especially concerning 
the Middle East, North Africa, and Southern Asia. There are, however, different 

approaches to these matters. For example, some liberal theoreticians have advocated the 
democratic peace approach in which an increasing number of democratic regimes in the 
world are necessary in order to construct permanent peace and stability in the international 
system. Some authors have backed the idea of public revolutions that will transform the 
societies within a very short time.1 

In addition to the questions about why democracies are necessary, there is also another 
debate about what kind of democratic regimes should be formed in the world. For exam-
ple, the Bush administration viewed holding universal elections in Afghanistan and Iraq 
as basic indicators of the democratization of these countries. On the other hand, some 
academicians, in addition to universal elections, have advocated the functional existence of 
democratic institutions, including political parties, a civil society, the separation of powers, 
freedom of speech, and freedom of the media as essential instruments for democratization.

In his Broader Middle East project, the US administration and neo-conservatives 
have overtly supported colorful revolutions in Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan and Georgia in  order 
to see the democratic transformations of these countries. They have believed that the 
 establishment of democratic regimes in the broader Middle East area, including Central 
Asia, is essential for regional development, the prevention of international terrorism, and 

1 Binnur Özkeçeci – Taner, “The Myth of Democratic Peace: Theoretical and Empirical Shortcomings of the 
“Democratic Peace Theory””, Alternatives: Turkish Journal of International Relations, Vol. 1, No. 3 (Spring 2002): 
40–48. 
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an  improvement of economic and social conditions. Despite their theoretical statements, 
they did not analyze the internal dynamics of the regional states; therefore, they failed to 
observe the lack of suitable socio – cultural structures in these countries that were necessary 
for the establishment of a democratic regime. 

Although in the first years of the independence, the Central Asian leaders expressed 
the hope that they would make serious attempts to establish democratic regimes, in the 
course of time it was clearly understood that internal factors, such as regionalism/clanism 
and ethnic plurality, as well as strategic competition among the great powers were the 
basic barriers to the democratization processes in the region. Under the influence of these 
factors, regional leaders constructed authoritarian regimes that for them were necessary to 
bring political and economic reforms and to maintain internal stability.2 But, today, these 
authoritarian regimes have lead to the emergence of civil wars and fighting between the 
central authority and minority groups due to widespread social uneasiness.3

The Socio-Cultural Structure during the Soviet Period: 
Tribalism and Ethnic Identity 

Tribalism is a basic determinative factor in the cultural, social and political identities of 
the Central Asian countries.4 Before the Tsarist period the concept of ethnicity did not define 
the cultural boundaries of the region. But during the Tsarist Russia, local people employed 
their Islamic Muslim identity as a distinguishing factor against the Orthodox Russians.5 

But when the Soviet Union was formed, the Secretary – General Joseph Stalin prepared 
and implemented his famous Nationality Policy in 1924 in order to complete the mod-
ernization of the Central Asian societies as well as their nation-building processes. In that 
policy, every nation would be defined according to the concept of ethnicity and thus each 
ethnic group would have a separate alphabet, history, cultural features, and traditions.6 

As a result of the Stalin’s policy, Uzbeks, Azeris, Kyrgyzs, Turkmens and Kazakhs began 
to express their own different identities based on ethnicity. That policy, however, did not 

2 Still President Nazarbayev have juxtaposed the country’s economic prosperity and political stability against 
the poverty, political uncertainty and other problems in other Central Asian states, Afghanistan and even the 
Middle East. For further information see: Richard Weitz, “Kazakhstan: An Observer’s Reflections on the Pre-
sidential Election”, EurasiaNet Commentary, (April 8, 2011).
3 Edward Lemon, “Tajikistan: Afghan Refugees find security, but seek a quick escape”, Radio Free Europe/Radio 
Liberty, (January 11, 2011); Muhammad Tahir, “Governments move to thwart ‘Arab Spring’ in Central Asia”, 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, (April 28, 2011).
4 Kathleen Collins, “An Introduction to Political Development and Transition in Central Asia”, in Clan Politics 
and Regime Transition in Central Asia, edited by Kathleen Collins, (USA: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
5 Sergei Abashin, “The Transformation of Ethnic Identity in Central Asia: A Case Study of the Uzbeks and 
Tajiks”, Russian Regional Perspectives Journal, Vol 1, No. 2, http://www.iiss.org/publications/russian-regional-
perspectives-journal/volume–1---issue–2/transformation-of-ethnic-identity-in-cenasia.
6 Ebulfez Süleymanlı, Milletleşme Sürecinde Azerbaycan Türkleri (İstanbul: Ötüken Neşriyat, 2006).
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make any radical change/transformation in local social structures. Since the Tsarist period, 
tribalism and regionalism among the Central Asian societies played an effective and deter-
minative role. Local people never identified their clans’ interests with those of Russia. To 
the contrary, tribal identity, Islam and regional ties were superior to Russia’s cultural and 
political considerations and/or its national interests. In the meantime, in spite of Russia’s 
atheistic policies, local people never abandoned their religious practices. After the 1990s, 
regional leaders introduced these identities as influential instruments to legitimize their 
authoritarian regimes and to affectively transform the local societies.7

What should the Central Asian leaders do in the first years?

In reality, the Central Asian states did not desire the collapse of the Soviet Union. They 
even openly supported the unsuccessful Mikhail Gorbachev’s confederation proposal. But, 
after 1991 military coup d’etat, three Slavic republics declared their independence, which 
marked the end of the Soviet period. Thus, the Central Asians unwillingly accepted their 
status as founding members of the Commonwealth of Independent States. 

In the early 1990s, as a result of the unexpected collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
regional countries had to realize radical political, social, economic and military reforms 
without delay in order to create contemporary, liberal and independent states as well as to 
become a part of an existing international society. 

First of all, existing state institutions did not have the capacity to act as independent 
states because during the Soviet era they were performing the functions and commands 
of the central authority, Moscow, as its’ regional branches. In this manner, the leaders had 
to reconstruct and redefine the functions and responsibilities of existing state institutions 
as parts of independent states and additionally to recreate new ones. Thus, political and 
administrative reforms were vital issues for the regional countries. 

Secondly, despite the Stalin’s Nationalities Policies, their nation-building process was not 
completed until their independence; therefore, to have a complete contemporary state, they 
had to create nation – states based on a dominant ethnic group(s). Thus, language, history, so-
ciological values, traditions and the cultural features of the dominant ethnic group(s) should be 
accepted by others as their own and the state would be constructed on the basis of these values. 

Thirdly, in the economic field, they had to destroy the interconnected economic sys-
tem and then create a market economy according to the liberal understanding. 

Lastly, during the Cold War period, the Red Army guaranteed their national security. 
But now they had to have their own national armies.

7 Frederick Starr, “Clans, Authoritarian Rulers, and Parliaments in Central Asia”, Silk Road Paper, (June 
2007: 9); Chris Seiple, “Uzbekistan: Civil Soviety in the Hearthland”, Orbis, (Spring 2005: 245 – 259); Bülent 
Arıcı, “The State and the Civil Society in Central Asia”, Perceptions, Vol II (June – August 1997), http://www.
sam.gov.tr/perceptions/Volume2/June-August1997/volII2THESTATEANDCIVILSOCIETYINCENTRA-
LASIA.pdf (accessed May 25, 2007). 
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Policies of the Leaders after the Independence

As mentioned earlier, in the first years of independence, leaders expressed their affili-
ation to democracy, human rights and the participation of the public in the political and 
economic fields. But, after strengthening their power, they put aside their previous ap-
proaches,  constructing constitutional – patronage / authoritarian regimes. By stressing the 
importance of social solidarity and unity, they shaped the state structures in conformity 
with their own authoritarian  mentality. 

They gave the first priority to economic reforms. In this manner, they approved 
all necessary legal and administrative reforms and thus they made things easier for the 
foreign  companies to make investments in their economies, except for the oil and natural 
gas sectors.8 

Secondly, they made serious attempts to complete the reformation of state institutions. 
Their functions had been redefined and new ones had been set up. Nevertheless, parlia-
ments, constitutional courts, and so on were formed.9 

The third priority was on the nation – building process. In this respect, as mentioned 
earlier, the leaders would create nation – states based on dominant ethnic groups. But from 
state to state the leaders followed different policies. For example, in Kazakhstan, Kazak Pres-
ident Nazarbayev had to take into account the percentage of Russians (more than 35%). For 
that reason he frequently expressed the concept of “Kazakistanis”, not “Kazakhs”.10 Thus, 
the Kazakh government’s policies willingly or unwillingly respected ethnic diversity within 
the country. On the other hand, due to the fact that the percentage of the Turkmens in 
Turkmenistan is nearly 70 percent, the Turkmen authorities smoothly tried to form a Turk-
men nation – state based on the Teke clan.11

Fourthly, the Central Asian states redefined their foreign policy objectives according 
to the existing external conditions. For example, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan have seen 
themselves as regional leaders. Turkmenistan has accepted permanent neutrality as a basic 
principle of its foreign policy. 

Fifthly, in the military field, they preferred to develop their relations with regional and 
non – regional countries, such as the United States, the European Union, Russia, Turkey 
and China as well as with regional organizations, such as NATO, CIS CSTO, and SCO, 
in order to improve conditions in their national armies. They also became full members of 
regional and international organizations.

8 Turkish Cooperation and Development Agency, “Country Report on Turkmenistan” (Ankara, 2007), http://
www.tika.gov.tr/TR/Icerik.ASP?ID=276 (accessed May 25, 2007).
9 Ibid.
10 Nursultan Nazarbayev, Tarihin Akışında (İstanbul: Om Yayınevi, 2001).
11 See note 8 above. 
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The Construction of Authoritarian Regimes

Through using the regional characteristics of their countries, leaders contended that 
Western – typed democracy was not suitable to regional conditions and, therefore, for the 
sake of territorial integrity, national security and social unity rather than democratic values, 
they had to construct the authoritarian regime. In the end, with the support of the clans of 
which the Presidents were the members, they set up strong authoritarian regimes.12 

In these regimes, presidential referendums, constitutional amendments, and general 
elections for the presidency have been held with the aim of strengthening presidential pow-
ers, not improving internal conditions with regard to the rule of law, which is a prerequisite 
for a functional democracy. The political and economic systems were put under the control 
of the President as well as the privileged clans.13 Related to this, Presidents made conces-
sions to the privileged clans, who were loyal to the Presidency. Thus, a political structure 
without a check and balance system has emerged. Among the state institutions, corruption 
became an ordinary matter. Local newspapers and television stations were owned by the 
ministries and Khakims.14 

To bolster the constitutional – patronage regime15, the top bureaucrats gave priority to 
the loyalty of workers to the system in spite of their professional abilities. Presidents have 
viewed state officials as their own staff.16 

On the other hand, parliaments did not have any political power to manipulate or 
shape political life.17 Being under the direct influence of the President, the representatives 
usually approved the President’s bills without negotiating them.18 
12 International Crisis Group, “The Failure of Reform in Uzbekistan: Ways Forward for the International Com-
munity”, Asia Report, 76 (March 11, 2004).
13 For example, in Kazakhstan, Nur Otan includes every social groups. Today, the opposition parties, such as 
OSDP-Azat and the Communist Party, cannot compete with it. But after the demonstrations in the Middle 
East, President Nazarbayev has decided to create a new opposition party, named as Ata-Meken, headed by 
Timur Kulibayev, President Nazarbayev’s billionare son-in-law (Joanna Lillis, “Kazakhstan: Nazarbayev’s Elec-
toral Victory Leads to Son-in-Law’s Promotion”, EurasiaNet Commentary, (April 12, 2011); Richard Orange, 
“Kazakhstan plans two-party system via “revolution from above””, EurasiaNet Commentary, (April 11, 2011). In 
Uzbekistan, President Karimov is shifting some of his authority to loyal subordinate, which is a strategy aimed 
at binding them more tightly to the leader (Muhammad Tahir, “Governments Move To…,”. 
14 Neil J. Melvin, Uzbekistan: Transition to Authoritarianism on the Silk Road, (Canada: Harwood Academic 
Publications, 2000); John Anderson, Kyrgyzstan: Central Asia’s Island of Democracy (Canada: Harwood Aca-
demic Publishing, 1999).
15 Neil Robinson, Russia: A State of Uncertainty (New York: Routledge, 2002).
16 International Crisis Group, “Repression and Regression in Turkmenistan: A New International Strategy”, 
Asia Report, 85 (November 4, 2004).
17 For example, Azerbaijan is defined as republic with a presidential form of government. Legislative authority 
is vested in the Milli Majlis. In practice, President Aliyev dominates the branches of government. National 
Democratic Institute and Human Rights House Network are banned. Aliyev has adopted a zero-tolerance 
policy for public displays of government criticism (Khadija Ismayilova, “Azerbaijan: Government Closes Two 
International NGOs”, EurasiaNet Commentary, (April 8, 2011).
18 Nicolas Konstantinidis, “Central Asia Report: Security, Political and Economic Developments in  Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan”, ELIAMEP Times, (Summer 2002): 4, www.eliamep.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   337 2011-11-25   12:51:47



338 WEEReview i/2011

Ertan Efegil, Neziha Musaoğlu

In general, the central authorities did not permit the formation of opposition parties. 
When they were permitted, these parties were under the influence of the state bureaucracy, 
or they cooperated with the Presidency, such as in Kazakhstan, because their leaders had 
direct affiliation with the state authorities, as for example the daughter of the President, or 
they were under the strict control of the authorities. In addition to opposition parties, non 
–governmental civil society institutions can operate within the local society.19

The Obstacles to Democratization

Internal Factors

Regionalism / Clanism
As mentioned above, in 1924 with the implementation of the Nationalities Policy, the 

Soviet Union made comprehensive efforts to create new national/ethnic identities among 
the Muslim societies where they did not have such identities previously. But that policy 
was not totally successful because among regional societies national identities were not 
well developed or widely accepted by ordinary people. For that reason, the least developed 
identity in the region was the national one. On the other hand, ethnic – national identities 
were treated as their own only by the local nomenklatura, consisting of local intellectuals, 
Communist Party members and urbanized people. Nevertheless, local rural people pre-
ferred to use their traditional mahalla, village, and clan identities.20 

Hence, the mahalla/local identities have become unifying factors. Clan affiliations or 
solidarity among clan members formed the basis for unofficial social and economic institu-
tions. This unofficial solidarity based on family and friendship was the main guarantee to 
survival of the local people. Due to this local societies felt themselves less loyal to state insti-
tutions than to these unofficial affiliations and they therefore gave priority to the interests 
of local groups, not to the interests of the state.21

Under such a political system, each clan has aimed to manipulate the Presidency in 
order to appoint their clan members to the top positions of the state bureaucracy. Because 

gr/eliamep/files/Eliamep_ Times_Summer_2002 .pdf, (accessed May 25, 2007). After the demonstrations in 
Kazakhstan, President Nazarbayev decided to see transformation from a presidential governance model to a pres-
idential-parliamentary one. Thus 2007 reforms reduced presidential term from seven to five years, and reduced 
the number of members of parliament. But the Kazakhstan’s last parliamentary vote in 2007 produced a legisla-
ture in which all the elected members came from the same, pro-presidential party (Joshua Kucera, “Kazakhstan: 
Astana Securing Foreign Support for Snap Presidential Vote”, EurasiaNet Commentary, (March 21, 2011).
19 International Crisis Group, “Political Transition in Kyrgyzstan: Problems and Prospects”, Asia Report, 81 
(August 11, 2004): 20; Olivier Roy, “The Predicament of Civil Society in Central Asia and the “Greater Middle 
East””, International Affairs, Vol. 5, No. 81, (2005): 1007; International Crisis Group, “Azerbaijan: Turning 
Over A New Leaf?”, Europe Report, 156 (May 13, 2004).
20 United Nations Development Program, “Chapter 7: Political and Institutional Constraints and Opportuni-, “Chapter 7: Political and Institutional Constraints and Opportuni-
ties”, Bringing Down Barriers: Regional Cooperation for Human Development and Human Security, 168 – 184.
21 Chris Seiple, “Uzbekistan: Civil Soviety,” 245 – 259.
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of such aims, the Presidents have endeavored to make a balance between the regional elites 
/ clans. In this way, they have provided some privileges to clan members and appointed 
some influential figures to high ranking positions in order to maintain their power and 
the loyalty of the clans to the regime. In the end, both the Presidency and the privileged 
clans today are against any political, democratic reforms that will weaken or threaten their 
existing powers.22 

Today, in these countries the main actors in the political field are, in addition to the 
Presidency, the sub-national actors, such as local power masters, clans, families, and rich 
businessmen. The relations between the Presidency and these sub-national actors are directly 
affecting political life. In these nomadic societies, it is also interesting to note that although 
the local power centers, the oligarchs have determined political life, they are not visible.23 

Although a leader’s power has been based on such local powers, this kind of unofficial 
solidarity does not guarantee the continuation of the President’s power for a long time. As 
in Kyrgyzstan, political leadership could be changed through non-constitutional ways. For 
example, the Tulip Revolution transferred political power from former President Akayev’s 
clan to the southern clans. Despite power change, but still as a continuation of previous 
policies, current President Bakiyev now have to preserve an existing balance between the 
clans in order to maintain his own position. Therefore the existing socio – cultural con-
ditions in Kyrgyzstan have so slowed down the democratization process as to make the 
Revolution meaningless.24 Due to the repressive regime of President Bakiyev, the events in 
April 2010 emerged and Bakiyev lost his position. Many people concern that Kyrgyzstan’s 
October 10, 2010 Parliamentary elections would lead to establishment of first parliamen-
tary democracy in the Central Asia.25

Consequently, Clanism / Regionalism is the basic factor that prevents the emergence 
of a democratization process within the Central Asian states. In reality, Clanism/Regional-
ism has undertaken an opposition role in the traditional political systems where political 
parties should play.

The Boss-Client System
Existing leaders were in a previous incarnation the First Secretary – Generals of the 

Communist Party during the Soviet period, therefore they understood very well the boss – 
client system that dominated the Soviet bureaucracy. Due to this tradition, Presidents have 
viewed official personnel as their servants.26

22 See note 4 above. 
23 Frederick Starr, “Clans, Authoritarian Rulers,” 11; Olivier Roy, “The Predicament of Civil Society,” 1006.
24 Charles H. Jr. Fairbanks, “Revolution Reconsidered”, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 18, No. 1 (January 2007): 
55. 
25 Muhammad Tahir, “Governments Move To…,”.
26 See note 20 above. 
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Ethnic Plurality
During the Soviet period, while drawing state boundaries in Central Asia, the Soviet 

leaders did not take into consideration the geographical features and/or ethnic structures of 
the region. Because of this, due to the ethnic minorities in these countries, Western observ-
ers made projections about the emergence of ethnic conflicts that would Balkanize the situ-
ation in the region and destabilize it. Despite their predictions, ethnic-based conflicts did 
not occur. On other hand, being one of the most influential domestic political dynamics, 
ethnic pluralities directly affected the democratization processes of the regional states.27 

Nationalism in these countries meant “rejecting the Soviet legacy” and accepting the 
“uniqueness of their independence”. This nationalistic understanding became a basic fac-
tor in the process of determining national identities. Such nationalism is not based on the 
concept of citizenship and a specific region. But it does have a direct correlation to the 
dominant ethnic groups within these states and proposes the existence of ethnicity – based 
governments.28 In the meantime, Central Asian regimes place local nationalist identities 
at the core of the state’s new ideology. On the other hand, contrary to their ethnic – based 
nationalism, due to their relations with other states and the possibility of the emergence 
of some secessionist movements among some minorities, leaders have pursued a delicate 
policy toward them. But, in spite of this, regional leaders have stressed ethnic nationalistic 
motives in their speeches in order to legitimize their policies, so that national minorities are 
now in doubt as to their real aims. 

On the other hand, due to their multi – ethnic social structure, the Central Asian states 
do not trust their minorities, because, with the encouragement of their motherland, the 
ethnic minorities could rebel against the central authority and then demand their inde-
pendence/autonomy. Based on these worries, the regional leaders have perceived minorities 
as a threat to national security and regional stability.29 For that reason, they have pursued 
a two-fold policy. First, they have assimilation policies toward the minorities. Secondly, 
they have blocked the appointment of members of minorities to the state bureaucracy 
where they live and, additionally, the minorities have not been represented in national 
parliaments as a result of state policies.30 

As an example, there were bombings in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan’s capital, lingering ethnic 
tensions in the southern part of the country, and several clashes between security forces 
and Islamic groups in eastern and northern Tajikistan. In Tajikistan, the authoritarian ap-
proach of government, particularly toward suspected Islamic groups, is breeding discontent 
among the population. The Uzbek minority of southern Kyrgyzstan has certainly suffered 

27 Paul Kubicek, “Regionalism, Nationalism and Realpolitik in Central Asia”, Europe – Asia Studies, Vol. 49, 
No. 4 (June 1997): 637– 656.
28 Yılmaz Bingöl, “Nationalism and Democracy in Post-Communist Central Asia”, Asian Ethnicity, Vol. 5, No. 
1 (February 2004): 46.
29 Ibid., 47. 
30 Gulnoka Saidazimova, “Kyrgyzstan: Bishkek reacts to Uzbek ‘terror’ accusations”, Eurasia Insight, (Septem-
ber 9, 2005).
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the most in the ethnic clashes. Beyond the immediate killing and prosperity destruction, 
the Uzbek communities were routinely targeted n subsequent security sweeps.31 

The Uzbeks in Tajikistan feel that the Tajik government’s policies work against them. 
Uzbeks are consistently marginalized and denied access to economic and political resourc-
es. The Tajik officials see the minority as a potential fifth column. The ruling elite is afraid 
that neighboring Uzbekistan might try to use them in order to influence the political de-
velopments and security in Tajikistan, because most Hizb-ut Tahrir members come from 
the Uzbek communities.32 

As a result of this authoritarian mentality, democracies in these states are not functional. 
In other words, under these circumstances, existing domestic legal regulations do not protect 
the human rights of the people and guarantee the equitable participation of the public in 
political life. For example, today in Uzbekistan, practices of torture, forced disappearances, ex-
trajudicial executions and reprisals etc. are common affairs. The Uzbek government has been 
widely portrayed as bloated, heavily corrupt and vastly inefficient.33 In Kyrgyzstan, corruption 
and chronic under-funding of public services are chronic events. Law enforcement agencies 
used repressive measures. Illegal detentions and illegally filed criminal charges are also com-
monplace. Human rights conditions are terrible as a result of ethnic tension in 2010. 

The External Factor

Strategic Competition between the Great Powers
The regional leaders have evaluated the strategic competition between the great powers 

as an influential instrument in order to strengthen their political powers. On the one hand, 
they have distributed the foreign aid (economic, financial, military, as well as, political) to 
their supporters with the aim of reinforcing their loyalty. With the military assistance, they 
have strengthened their national armies, where top military officials are loyal to the exist-
ing regime. The leaders have always acted as a protector of the regime in order to suppress 
opposition movements. On the other hand, when they are blamed for violating human 
rights or pursuing the suppressive policies of one great power, such as the United States did 
after the Andijan events, they develop their relations with the rival power. Thus, they have 
balanced the great powers against another one. They have tried to manipulate the rivalry 
between the great powers with the aim of preserving their own regimes.34

31 Bruce Pannier, “The Growing Threat of Militants in a Corner of Central Asia”, Radio Free Europe/Radio 
Liberty, (April 23, 2011).
32 “Tajikistan’s Ethnic Uzbeks: Poor Like Everyone, but Sidelined Move”, EurasiaNet Commentary, (February 
24, 2011); Catherine A. Fitzpatrick, “Uzbekistan Weekly Roundup”, EurasiaNet Commentary, (September 
29, 2010); Joanna Lillis, “Kazakhstan: uzbek Refugee Case Could Create Headache for Astana”, EurasiaNet 
Commentary, (November 8, 2010).
33 “Tashkent’s Response to Kyrgyz Crisis Boots Karimov’s Image”, EurasiaNet Commentary, (July 15, 2010).
34 Ariel Cohen, “Security, Energy and Democracy: US Interests in Central Asia”, Eurasia Insight, (December 6, 
2006); Igor Torbakov, “Uzbekistan Emerges As Russia’s New “Strategic Bridgehead” in Central Asia”, Eurasia 
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Conclusion

Although in the early 1990s, regional leaders promised to create democratic regimes, after 
strengthening their political positions with the help of sub-national actors, they constructed 
authoritarian – constitutional / patronage regimes. Actually, there are three basic reasons that 
enforced and/or encouraged the regional leaders to make authoritarian regimes.

First of all, it is natural that newly independent states will be governed by authoritarian 
and centralized regimes. It is felt that only such a regime can bring reform programs to frui-
tion rapidly and without any interruption as they reconstruct a country’s economic, social, 
political and administrative structures. Such a process is evident in Central Asia.

Secondly, as mentioned above, existing socio-cultural structures (the clan system, com-
mon beliefs etc.) and Soviet – type behavior encouraged leaders to be authoritarian, be-
cause, in these countries, the clan affiliations are much more influential than the national 
interests of the state. As a result there is a strict competition between the clans to occupy 
the top positions. That competition has given the way to the emergence of authoritarian 
regimes – in other words dictatorial governments. 

The third reason is the personnel ambition of leaders who want to become the presi-
dent for a long time. For that reason, they have made several amendments in constitutions 
to create suitable legal arguments and manipulated state institutions to prevent opposition 
parties from performing their legal democratic functions.

On the other hand, in reality, when we look at the state structure of the Central Asian 
countries, we can see democratic institutions, which are necessary for democratic regimes. 
For example, general and universal elections have been held.35 Civil society has played 
an important role in the social, economic and political fields. But when they have been 
analyzed from the perspective of whether they are functional, the democracies in these 
countries can be labeled as managed from above, not from below. State and non – state 
institutions do not guarantee fundamental rights and freedoms, such as the freedom of 
speech, freedom of expression and, additionally, they do not provide a suitable ground for 
the public to participate in the political and economic fields.36 

Insight, (December 14, 2005); Erich Marquard and Yevgeny Benderskyt, “Uzbekistan’s New Foreign Policy 
Strategy”, Eurasia Insight, (December 6, 2005); Dmitry Shlapentokh, “Russia’s Foreign Policy and Eurasi- Dmitry Shlapentokh, “Russia’s Foreign Policy and Eurasi-“Russia’s Foreign Policy and Eurasi-
anism”, Eurasia Insight, (September 2, 2005); Ariel Cohen, “United States Goes on Geopolitical Counter-
Offensive in Central Asia”, Eurasia Insight,(November 21, 2005).
35 There are still significant legal shortcomings in the electoral process. These are restrictions on potential 
candidates and on freedom of assembly, and flaws in a mandatory-local-language-proficiency exam used to 
veto potential candidates. The OSCE observers reported several violations: multiple identical signatures on 
voter lists, ballot-box stuffing, improper sealing off ballot boxes, group voting, multiple voting, proxy voting 
(Farangis Najibullah, “Kazakhstan’s Election Campaign that Wasn’t”, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, (March 
26, 2011); Hugh Raise, “Through the Looking Glass Kazakhstan’s Two Elections”, EurasiaNet Commentary, 
(April 12, 2011).
36 Even in Uzbekistan Human Rights Watch lost its accreditation for its staff and ended its operation in this 
country.

Book_Warsaw East European Review 2011.indb   342 2011-11-25   12:51:47



WEEReview i/2011 343

From Democratic Rhetoric to Authoritarian Regimes

The demonstrations in the Middle East enforced the regional leaders to take aggressive 
measures against the local people in order to prevent public upheaval of the kind that has 
shaken the Arab world. In Uzbekistan, the government’s efforts increased in order to crack 
down critics. Its pressures on religious circles were intensified. Several bookstores special-
izing in Islamic literature were raided by security forces. In Turkmenistan, the President 
enforced a complete news block out when it came to reports about the Arab uprisings. All 
media under tight state control. But the government took an extra step to maintain its 
hold over information by canceling its contract with Russian company MTS, main source 
of communications for more than 80 percent of all Turkmen mobile-phone and internet 
users. The government might also be stepping up monitoring of citizens living outside the 
country.37 

So how can the Central Asian states have functional democratic regimes? Can the exist-
ing situation in these countries guarantee internal stability?

To have a functional democratic regime in the region, the socio-cultural structures of 
these countries should experience a modernization process through a natural evolution of 
state and national institutions, not by accelerating the transformation of these societies by 
encouraging colorful revolutions, like the United States did in Kyrgyzstan, Georgia and even 
the Ukraine. In other words, the people should give priority to national interests in spite of 
clan affiliations and interests. Despite clan priorities, constitutional citizenship should be 
accepted by the local people. Otherwise, social dissatisfaction and the suppressive policies 
applied to ethnic minorities could lead to the emergence of internal fighting or even civil 
wars in the future.
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Ethnicity, Language and Social Stratification in Central Asia: 
Evidence From Almaty, Bishkek and Samarkand*1
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JoChen tholen
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Paper presented during WEEC 2008

The research

This paper reports findings from surveys in 2006 of all the young (up to age 30) 
employees in 20 businesses in each of three cities in Central Asia – Almaty, Bishkek 
and Samarkand. The firms were carefully matched samples: half had 10–99 em-

ployees and the others were larger, and there were four per city from each of five business 
sectors – food and beverage processing, engineering and other manufacturing, construc-
tion, financial services, and ICT. A total of 1402 young employees returned the self-com-
pletion questionnaires.

The respondents cannot be treated as statistically representative of their entire age group 
in the cities: they all held regular jobs in the cities’ more substantial businesses. Moreover, 
the three cities cannot be treated as representative of their entire countries, let alone the 
whole of Central Asia. The main objectives of the research were to explore processes of em-
ployee recruitment, and skill and labour force formation in the businesses, and career de-
velopment among young employees. However, the self-completion questionnaire gathered 
some evidence about the respondents’ ethnic identities and languages, and may offer some 
useful insights into inter-connections between various aspects of the ‘nationalities question’ 
and social stratification in Central Asian territories of the former Soviet Union.

The analysis presented below is based primarily on the following measurements.
i. Social class origins. Respondents were positioned on a 0–4 point scale with points award-

ed according to whether their mothers and fathers had been through  higher  education, 
and whether their occupations were in management or professional (specialist) grades. 
 Respondents who scored zero points are described as lower class in the following 

*1The research on which this paper is based was funded by INTAS, award 04–79–6914
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 analysis, those who scored 1 or 2 points are described as from intermediate class back-
grounds, and those who scored 3 or 4 are described as higher class.

ii. Career achievements. Here we use three measurements: whether the respondents had 
completed (or were still undertaking) higher education (defined as programmes lead-
ing to at least a BA qualification); the occupational grades of their current jobs (man-
agement, professional/specialist, other office, farm and manual); and their current in-
comes which were converted from the local currencies into USA $ then grouped into 
the bands that are presented in the following tables.

iii. Ethnic groups. Each respondent was invited to select his or her ethnic group from a list 
of Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Russian, Tajik, and other.

iv. Languages. They were also asked about the languages (from the same list as in the eth-
nic question) that they usually spoke at home.

In answering the ethnicity and language questions, some respondents ticked more than 
one answer. We regard these dual responses as realistic, but the numbers picking specific 
combinations were too small to analyse separately. The following analysis, therefore, deals 
solely with respondents who gave themselves singular ethnicities and languages from Ka-
zakh, Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Russian and Tajik. As in the case of combinations, the numbers 
mentioning specific ethnic groups and languages in the ‘other’ category were too small to 
analyse separately.

Findings

Table I divides the samples by place and ethnic group, then lists the social class dis-
tributions of their families of origin (indicated by the education and occupations of the 
respondents’ mothers and fathers). Table II is identical except that here the respondents are 
categorised by the languages that they normally spoke at home. Two points are instantly 
noteworthy. First the titular nationality was always the largest ethnic group, and larger 
than all other ethnicities in total. So Kazakhs were the numerically dominant ethnicity in 
Almaty, Kyrgyz in Bishkek, and Uzbeks in Samarkand. Russians were the largest minority 
in Almaty and Bishkek, but were outnumbered by Tajiks in Samarkand. Second, there were 
always fewer who when at home normally spoke the language of the titular majority than 
 identified as members of that ethnic group. In fact the speakers (at home) of the titular 
national  language were minorities among the respondents in all three cities. There were 
a ways more who normally spoke the minority languages (Russian and Tajik) than identi-
fied with these ethnicities.

There are two possible explanations of this (which are not necessarily alternatives). 
First, the use of Russian language beyond families of Russian ethnicity could have been 
a vestige from the Soviet past (the USSR was Russia-led, and Russian was the language of 
Soviet-wide communication). However, this cannot explain the excess of Tajik speakers 
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over self-identified Tajiks in Samarkand. The second (either alternative or complementary) 
explanation is that since the republics became independent in 1991, persons (maybe es-
pecially younger persons) whose origins were within one of the new national minorities 
had chosen to identify with the countries in which they lived (and where most had been 
born), which raises the question as to whether membership of a national minority group 
had become a disadvantage.

Table I offers a preliminary answer to this question. Overall in Almaty ethnic Kazakhs 
had a more favourable social class profile (in terms of family backgrounds) than ethnic 
Russians. In contrast, in Bishkek and Samarkand all the ethnic groups (including Tajiks 
in Samarkand) had very similar social class profiles. If we assume that Russians were the 
advantaged group throughout the Soviet period, the evidence in Table I suggests that this 
had changed since 1991 and that the titular nationals (and Tajiks in Samarkand) had either 
progressed to social class parity (in Samarkand and Bishkek) or had overtaken ethnic Rus-
sians (in Almaty).

However, our evidence on the languages that respondents normally spoke at home 
points in a rather different direction (see Table II). In Almaty there was little difference 
between the social class profiles of the Russian and Kazakh speakers whereas in Samarkand 
it appears to have been a marginal advantage, and in Bishkek a very clear advantage, to be 
Russian speaking. Even though it was no longer the official national language, in all three 
cities, Russian remained a primary language of higher education, business and inter-ethnic 
communication. Russian language appears to have been a more powerful asset in Bishkek 
than in the other two locations. The most likely explanation, in our view, is that Kyrgyzstan 
is by far the smallest of the three countries (in territory and population), and while Bishkek 
is a predominantly Kyrgyz city, other ethnic groups are majorities in other parts of the 
country. Thus in Kyrgyzstan (to a lesser extent than in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan) it has 
probably remained more difficult to ascend the socio-economic hierarchy using the new 
national language only.

The evidence considered above relates to the class positions of the parents of the re-
spondents in our surveys, and these parents’ class positions could have owed as much if 
not more to practices in Soviet times than to post–1991 developments. To gauge whether 
things were changing (if they were changing), we can refer to our evidence on the career 
achievements of the young adults with different ethnicities and from different language 
communities.

How were our young adult respondents’ life chances being affected by their ethnicities 
and the languages that they normally used at home (and in which they were presumably 
most proficient)? Here it becomes necessary simultaneously to sub-divide our respondents 
by place, social class origins, and then ethnic identities (or language). This seriously reduces 
the numbers in all the columns in Tables III and IV, and makes it necessary to eliminate 
some categories from the analysis altogether due to the numbers being tiny. Given the 
relatively small numbers, it is probably safest to accord significance only to cases where eth-
nicity or language were consistently predicting career advantages and disadvantages across 
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all the  social class groups in a city, and to discount relationships that were apparent within 
only one class.

Using this benchmark, we find that there were no consistent differences in Samarkand 
between the likelihood of Uzbeks, Russians and Tajiks having progressed through higher 
education, or in their occupational grades or incomes. Likewise in Almaty, similar propor-
tions of Kazakhs and Russians in all the social class groups had progressed through higher 
education, and there were no consistent differences (across all the social class groups) in 
their occupational grades or incomes. In Bishkek the situation was rather different. Higher 
education participation rates were similar for the Kyrgyz and Russians, but Russians were 
over-represented in the higher occupational grades and had marginally higher incomes. 
This evidence suggests that following a post–1991 ‘correction’ of any disadvantages for-
merly experienced by non-Russians, ethnic parity was being established in Almaty and 
Samarkand, whereas in Bishkek, despite its status as Kyrgyzstan’s capital city, the titular 
national majority appeared vulnerable.

The situation vis-à-vis language was again rather different. In Samarkand, Uzbek, Rus-
sian and Tajik speakers appeared to have enjoyed equal access to higher education, and 
there were no consistent differences (across all the social class groups) in their incomes or 
occupational grades. In contrast, in both Bishkek and Almaty, Russian language appeared 
to be conferring advantages. In Bishkek this was in respect to access to higher education, 
occupational grades and incomes. In Almaty, the languages that they normally spoke at 
home had made no difference to access to higher education, but as in Bishkek, Russian 
speakers had the edge in occupational grades and incomes. 

Discussion

We realise that our findings, in so far as these suggest that ethnicity was exerting only 
limited and localised impacts on young people’s life chances in the Central Asia cities 
that we investigated, are at loggerheads with many first-hand if anecdotal impressions that 
ethnicity has become (and possibly has long been) a major axis of social life, business and 
politics in the region. We must point out, therefore, that our findings are entirely con-
sistent with individuals choosing friends from the same ethnic groups, attending schools 
and universities where the languages that they speak at home are the main languages of 
instruction, employers hiring employees from the same ethnic groups as themselves etc. 
Provided these processes start from a situation where the different groups are represented 
more or less equally throughout the class structure, these processes will neither create nor 
perpetuate advantages and disadvantages. The ethnic groups will become akin to the al-
leged catholic and protestant ‘pillars’ of Dutch society.

Our samples were insufficiently large for our analysis to separate Russian speaking 
Kazakhs from Kazakh speaking Russians etc, but overall our evidence suggests that it is lan-
guage competence rather than ethnicity per se that is becoming (and maybe has long been) 
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a key factor in the career progress of individuals, and thereby in social stratification in Cen-
tral Asia (and quite likely in other ex-Soviet republics also). There are likely to be distinct 
advantages in fluency in the national language plus Russian plus any other languages used 
locally (such as Tajik in Samarkand). If so, the interests of inter-ethnic parity will be served 
if education in the relevant countries promotes multi-lingualism in all regional languages.

As a footnote, we can add that in all three cities young people tended to feel that 
English language had become a huge career asset. English language competence was re-
lated to a higher class family background, and to progression through higher education 
but, perhaps surprisingly, thereafter it did not appear to be conferring any distinct career 
advantages.

Table I Self-assigned ethnic groups and social class backgrounds

Almaty
Kazakh

Almaty
Russian

Bishkek
Kyrgyz

Bishkek
Russian

S’kand
Uzbek

S’kand
Russian

S’kand
Tajik

Family class % % % % % % %
Lower 18 30 46 41 40 54 51
Intermediate 42 48 37 36 39 23 33
Higher 40 21 17 23 21 23 16
N = 256 89 248 121 267 26 49

Table II Languages normally spoken at home and family class

Almaty
Kazakh 

only

Almaty
Russian 

only

Bishkek
Kyrgyz 

only

Bishkek
Russian 

only

S’kand
Uzbek 
only

S’kand
Russian 

only

S’kand
Tajik only

Family class % % % % % % %
Lower 23 21 57 39 43 42 45
Intermediate 48 45 36 39 39 30 36
Higher 29 34 7 22 18 27 19
N = 120 182 139 196 188 92 104
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Table III Social class origins and ethnicity, and career achievements  
(in percentages) Almaty

Kazaks, 
lower 
class

Russians, 
lower 
class

Kazaks,
intermediate 

class

Russians,
intermediate 

class

Kazaks,
higher 
class

Russians,
higher 
class

Higher education 85 89 95 91 100 90
Current occupation

Management/professional 14 26 22 21 28 24
Office 52 48 61 60 61 59
Farm 2 7 2 - 1 -
Manual 31 19 15 19 10 18
Current income
-$50 - - - 3 - 11
-$150 10 5 3 - 4 -
-$250 46 32 39 36 32 11
-$350 15 32 20 13 19 33
-$450 13 18 16 16 17 11
-$1050 13 14 22 32 20 33
Higher 3 - 1 - 8 -
N = 44 27 99 42 99 17

Bishkek

Kyrgyz, 
lower 
class

Russians, 
lower 
class

Kyrgyz,
intermediate 

class

Russians,
intermediate 

class

Kyrgyz,
higher 
class

Russians,
higher 
class

Higher education 56 53 63 59 88 93
Current occupation
Management/professional 2 8 3 4 10 18
Office 13 41 31 50 71 71
Farm 2 - - - - -
Manual 83 51 66 46 19 11
Current income
-$50 7 2 12 11 10 -
-$150 88 85 80 72 77 83
-$250 6 10 8 17 13 17
-$350 - - - - - -
-$450 - - - - - -
-$1050 - 2 - - - -
Higher - - - - - -
N = 113 49 91 44 42 28
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Samarkand

Uzbeks, 
lower class

Russians, 
lower class

Tajiks,
lower class

Uzbeks
intermediate 

class

Tajiks,
intermediate 

class
Higher education 23 8 9 22 25
Current occupation
Management/professional 19 7 8 21 19
Office 28 29 46 42 56
Farm 1 - - 2 6
Manual 53 64 46 35 19
Current income
-$50 81 100 85 77 93
-$150 19 - 15 23 7
-$250 - - - - -
-$350 - - - - -
-$450 - - - - -
-$1050 - - - - -
Higher - - - - -
N = 101 14 24 96 16

Table IV Social class origins and language used at home, and career achievements  
(in percentages) Almaty

Kazak 
speaking, 

lower 
class

Russian, 
speaking 

lower 
class

Kazak 
speaking,

intermediate 
class

Russian 
speaking,

intermediate 
class

Kazak, 
speaking

higher 
class

Russian 
speaking,

higher 
class

Higher education 85 87 95 94 100 97
Current occupation
Management/
professional

18 20 27 18 12 32

Office 36 58 54 68 74 58
Farm 4 6 2 - - -
Manual 43 17 17 14 14 10
Current income
-$50 - - - 2 - 2
-$150 14 7 3 2 3 2
-$250 59 29 54 27 55 13
-$350 5 29 14 13 28 23
-$450 14 19 9 19 7 18
-$1050 9 10 20 34 3 25
Higher - 7 - 3 3 16
N = 28 36 52 78 35 59
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Bishkek

Kyrgyz 
speaking, 

lower 
class

Russian, 
speaking 

lower 
class

Kyrgyz 
speaking,

intermediate 
class

Russian 
speaking,

intermediate 
class

Kyrgyz, 
speaking

higher 
class

Russian, 
speaking

higher 
class

Higher education 17 49 54 59 60 95
Current occupation
Management/
professional

1 7 - 6 - 23

Office 4 44 16 45 30 67
Farm 3 - - - - -
Manual 92 49 84 48 70 9
Current income
-$50 6 2 13 11 11 4
-$150 90 87 80 72 67 74
-$250 4 10 7 17 22 19
-$350 - - - - - 4
-$450 - - - - - -
-$1050 - 2 - - - -
Higher - - - - - -
N = 77 77 50 78 10 43

Samarkand

Uzbek speaking, 
lower class

Russian speaking, 
lower class

Tajik speaking,
lower class

Higher education 19 17 24
Current occupation
Management/
professional

14 24 20

Office 32 21 30
Farm 1 3 -
Manual 53 53 50
Current income
-$50 82 90 85
-$150 18 10 15
-$250 - - -
-$350 - - -
-$450 - - -
-$1050 - - -
Higher - - -
N = 74 38 46
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Uzbek speaking
intermediate 

class

Russian speaking, 
intermediate

class

Tajik speaking, 
intermediate

class

Uzbek speaking, 
higher class

Higher education 23 28 19 49
Current occupation
Management/
professional

27 15 14 26

Office 38 41 56 56
Farm 3 - 3 -
Manual 32 44 28 18
Current income
-$50 77 80 81 74
-$150 23 20 19 26
-$250 - - - -
-$350 - - - -
-$450 - - - -
-$1050 - - - -
Higher - - - -
N = 68 27 36 34
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valdas adamkus was twice elected the President of the Republic of Lithuania in 1998 and 
2004. He was born in Kaunas in 1929. During the Second World War and occupation 
of Lithuania he joined anti-Soviet underground. Together with his family fled Lithuania 
in 1944 in order to avoid the second Soviet occupation. In the same year he came back 
to Lithuania, joined Lithuanian Homeland Defense Detachment and fought against Red 
Army in the battle of Seda in October 1944. Later he escaped to Germany. He attended the 
University of Munich. In 1949 he emigrated to the United States. He was active member 
of many Lithuanian emigrant organizations. In the 1950s he served as a senior non-com-
missioned officer with the 5th Army Reserve’s military intelligence unit. In 1961 Adamkus 
graduated as a civil engineer from Illinois Institute of Technology in Chicago. From 1970 
to 1997 he was working in the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 
 After leaving EPA he moved to Lithuania, where he was elected the President in 1998. 
Under the presidency of Adamkus, Lithuania promoted democracy in former Soviet coun-
tries. He actively supported European integration of Georgia, Ukraine and Moldova.

•

andrzeJ adamCzyk is a specialist in public law (constitutional and administrative), lec-
turer at the Faculty of Management and Administration at the Jan Kochanowski Uni-
versity of Humanities and Sciences in Kielce. His doctoral thesis dealt with the political 
system of Turkey in the inter-war period (to be published soon). His subject of interest is 
constitutional development in Turkey, organization and control of public administration 
in Poland, public authorities’ liability due to damages made by illegal acts of their organs 
(comparative and historical perspective), Polish administrative and court administrative 
procedures. 

•

Justyna BeInek (Ph.D. Harvard University) is Assistant Professor of Slavic Languages and 
Literatures at Indiana University, where she directs the Polish Language, Literature, and 
Culture Program. Her areas of interest include Polish, Russian, and comparative literature 
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and film, representations of the body in cultural texts, the phenomenon of imagined geog-
raphies and the idea of “The West” in Slavic cultures, as well as issues of memory, national 
and gender identity, and authorship. Beinek is currently finishing the monograph “Port-
able Graveyards”: Memory and Nation in Albums of Russian and Polish Romanticism and 
is co-editing a volume of essays titled Re-mapping Polish-German Memory: Geographical, 
Cultural, and Political Space since World War II. Her articles and reviews have appeared in 
Pushkin Review, Toronto Slavic Quarterly, Sarmatian Review, Slavic Review, Slavic and East 
European Journal, Harvard Ukrainian Studies, Postscriptum Polonistyczne, Roczniki Human-
istyczne KUL, and other journals. 

•

karol BIenIek received his doctoral degree from the Pedagogical University of Cracow. 
His Ph.D. thesis topic was evolution of the Turkish political system since 1950. He is an 
author of the book on Turkish policy towards the Balkan states (Polityka zagraniczna Turcji 
wobec państw bałkańskich, Toruń 2008). 

•

theodor damIan is Professor of Philosophy and Ethics at Metropolitan College of New 
York and Professor of Philosophy and Literature at Spiru Haret University in Bucharest. 
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